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PREFACE 

The three articles included in this book are amplified versions of 
talks delivered at a symposium on 'Gandhi and Nehru' held by the 
Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. The sympo
sium evoked great interest , and it was felt that the text of the 
talks should be made available to a wider audience. 

I am grateful to Professor Raj Krishna and Professor P. C. Joshi 
for agreeing to my request to revise the articles for publication. 

B. R . NANDA 
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GANDHI AND JAWAHARLAL NEHRU 

B. R. NANDA 

I 

'Are we rivals?' Gandhi asked in the Hanjan of 25 July 1936, and 
himself answered : 'I cannot think of myself as a rival to JawaharIal 
or him to me. Or, if we are, we are rivals in making love to each 
other in the pursuit of the common goal.' It is doubtful if Gandhi's 
explanation carried conviction to the young socialists, who looked 
up to Nehru as the leader of the militant Left, or even to the 
British officials, who pinned their hopes on a split in the nationalist 
ranks. 

The crisis in the Congress leadership in 1936 was a grave one
graver than the public knew-but this was 110t the first occasion 
when Gandhi and Nehru had differed. They had had serious diffe
rences in 1922 on the aftermath of the Chauri Chaura tragedy, in 
1928 on complete independence versus Dom inion Status, in 1929 
on the Viceroy's declaration, in 1931 on the Gandhi-Irwin Pact, in 
1932 on the fast against separate electorates for untouchables, and 
in 1934 on the manner of the withdrawal of the civil disobedience 
movement. 

The intellectual gulf that divided them was revealed by Nehru 
himself in his autobiography which he wrote in 1934-5 in gaol. 
Among Nehru's colleagues were several who expected and even in-
cited him to revolt against the Mahatma's dominance in the Con
gress. On 4 March 1936, just as he was leaving for India, Subhas , .. / 
Bose begged him not to consider his 'position ·to be weaker than it 
really is. Gandhi will never take a stand which will alienate you. '1 

Four years later, Jayaprakash Narayan pleaded with Nehru to 
leave the Congress and· forma. Qew party 'to fulfil the remaining 
part of the political task and the main part of the social task of the ./ 
Indian revolution.'2 
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Nehru ,did not heed these siren voices. He did not carry his dif
ferences with Gandhi to breaking point; the clash of ideas between 
himself and Gandhi did not turn into a clash of wills. Nor did he 
encourage his followers to organize an opposition to Gandhi's 
leadership, or to plan ~ split in the Congress party. Despite diffe
rences of thought, temperament and style, Gandhi and Nehru stood 
together for more than a quarter of a century. It was one of the 
longest, most intriguing and fruitful partnerships in the history of 
nationa lism. 

How two men, divided not only by twenty years of age but by deep 
intellectual and temperamental differences, could work together for 
so long, is an enigma to anyone who seriously studies their lives and 
the history of this period. The young, elegant man from Allahabad 
seemed to have little in common with the strange charismatic figure 
which burst upon the Indian political stage in 1919 with an almost 
elemental force. The primary school in Porbandar, where Gandhi 
wrote the alphabet in dust with his fingers, or tbe Bhavnagar 
college where he painFully struggled with lectures in English, belong
ed to an altogether different world from that of European gover
nesses and resident tutors in Allahabad, Harrow, Cambridge and 
the Inns of Court in England in which the young Nehru grew up. 
True, Gandhi also went to England to study for the bar in the 
late 1880s. But the young Gandhi poring over the Bible and the 
Gita and desperately fighting the recurring temptation of 'wine, 
women and meat' was cast in an altogether different mould from 
that of the handsome, Savile Row-clad Kashmirt youth who prided 
himself on his agnosticism and Cyrenaicism, frequented the theatre, 
admired Oscar Wilde and Walter Pater and dabbled in Irish poli
tics and Fabian economics. In the course of his twenty-odd years' 
stay in South AFrica, Gandhi fashioned for himself a peculiar, al
most unique philosophy of life which, though baffiing to many of 
his contemporaries, was firmly grounded on deeply held convic
tions . 

How could lawaharlal Nehru with his enthusiasm for science 
I[' and humanism take to a saint with prayers and fasts, inner voices 

and the spinning wheel? This is a question to which biographers, 
historians and pofitical commentators will continue to seek ans
wers. It has been' suggested that'Jawah'arlal had a compulsive need 
to depend on someone, that at first his mentor was his Father 
Motilal, and then GaridhP M. N. Roy suspected that lawaharlal's 
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mind was slave to his heart, that he deliberately suppressed his own 
personality 'to purchase popularity' and become 'a hero of Indian 
nationalism ... as the spiritual son of Gandhi. '4 Hiren Mukerjee 
has hazarded the theory that Gandhi won over and astutely kept 
lawaharlal on his side to exploit his charisma and influence with 
India's youth in the interest of the Congress Party, which was really 
controlled by vested interests. 5 These interpretations do not fit the 
facts of a partnership which extended over nearly three decades. 
The story of this partnership, the strains to which it was subjected, 
and the factors which enabled it to survive, show that it was not 
simply a case of domination of one by the other, that lawaharlal 
needed Gandhi as much as Gandhi needed him, that political cal
culation no less than emotional affinity kept them together during 
these years. 

II 

When Gandhi returned to India at the age of forty-five early in 
1915, his personality had already taken shape. To his western-edu
cated contemporaries he seemed a quaint figure on the political 
stage. His South African record had given him a halo, but in the 
shadow of the Great War, public opinion was less worried about 
the Indian minority in South Africa than about India's political 
future. Gandhi's view that unconditional support to the British war 
effort would earn its reward from a grateful Empire in the hour of 
Victory, seemed to most of his contemporaries extraordinarily 
naive. And, as if this was not enough, Gandhi was also harping 
on the superiority of Indian over western civilization, denouncing 
industrialism and advocating village handicrafts. All this must have 
sounded strangely apolitical and anachronistic to lawaharlal 
Nehru, who had returned to India in 1912 after a seven-year 
sojourn in England. Though he had seen Gandhi at the Bombay 
Congress in 1915, and again at Lucknow a year later, lawaharl,al 
was not really attracted to him until after the Champaran and 
K.aira campaigns and the anti-Rowlatt BiII agitation. There were 
good reasons why Gandhi's satyagraha campaigns should have 
made an impact on Jawaharlal. Seven years at the Allahabad 
High Court, as his father's junior, had left Jawaharlal bored with 
the 'trivialities and technicalities' of the legal profession. The game 
of making money did not really excite him. He was groping for a 
new Weltanschauung. Political terrorism had little attraction for 

v 
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him. The annual session of the Indian National Congress, and the 
armchair poiitics with which the elite of Allahabad amused itself, 
seemed to him much too tame. He was drawn to Gokhale's Ser
vants of India Society with its band of political sanyasins, but he 
was repelled by its association with 'moderate politics': When 
Gandhi published the satyagraha pledge and announced direct 
action to protest against the Rowlatt Bills, Jawaharlal was thrilled 
by the prospect of effective political action. 

Motilal Nehru did not find it easy to reconcile himself to an 
extra-constitutional agitation, but Gandhi counselled patience on 
the son, and prevented him from taking an irrevocable step. Soon 
afterwards, in the wake of the tragedy of martial law in the Punjab, 
Motilal came into closer contact with Gandhi, and was surprised 
to find in him not a starry-eyed saint but a politician with a keen 
practical sense.6 Before long the whole Nehru family came under 
the Mahatma's spell, and learnt to seek solace and support from 
him. This was an emotional bond independent of, but not without 
its influence upon, politics: differences of ideology and tactics be
come a little less ·intractable if there is a reserve of mutual respect 
and affection . 

III 

Gandhi's first impact on the young Nehru was strong indeed. 
Jawaharlal was, in his own words, 'simply bowled over by Gandhi 
straight Off'.7 The call to non-violent battle against the British Raj 
in 1919-20 struck a chord. 'I jumped at it. I did not care for the 
consequences.' His life undei:went a metamorphosis. He turned his 
back on the legal profession, simplified his life, gave up smoking, 
turned vegetarian and began to read the Gita regularly, 'not from 
a philosophical or theological point of view', but because 'it had 
numerous parts which had a powerful effect upon me'.s He was 
fired by the missionary fervour of a new convert. 'Non-cooperation 
is to me', he wrote to the Chief Secretary to the U .P. Government, 
'a sacred thing and its very basis is truth and non-violence.'9 He 
was full of excitement, optimism and buoyant enthusiasm. He 
sensed 'the happiness of a person crusading for a cause'.lO 
. From this ecstasy, a rude awakening occurred in February 1922. 
After a riot at Chauri Chaura in the United Provinces, Gandhi 
called off civil disobedience. Jawaharlal , who was in prison at the 
time, received the news with 'amazement and consternation' , 11 He 
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did not see how the violence of a stray mob of excited peasants in 
a remote village could justify the reversal of a national struggle 
for freedom. If perfect non-violence was to be regarded as a sine 
qua non for all the three hundred-odd millions of Indians, would 
it not reduce Gandhi's movement to a pious futility? A letter from 
Gandhi somewhat mollified him but it was only much later, with 
the perspective that time gives, that he realized that Gandhi was 
right, that 'he had to stop the rot and build anew'.12 

The Chauri Chaura tragedy brought Jawaharlal down to earth. 
The exaltation of the non-cooperation days faded away. He had no 
stomach for the factional and communal politics of the mid-twen
ties. He served as Allahabad's Mayor and as General Secretary of 
the All India Congress Committee. These activities provided use
ful outlets for his boundless energy, but he did not recover his zest 
for politics, and indeed for life, until he visited Europe during 
1926-7 for the treatment of his ailing wife. Under the stimulus of 
fresh reading and contacts with revolutionaries and radicals in 
three continents, the realization dawned 'on him that Indian poli
tics had been much too vague, narrow and parochial. He learnt to 
trace links not only between British imperialism in India and 
colonialism in other Asian and African countries, but also between 
foreign domination and vested interests in his own country. The 
Brussels Congress' of Oppressed Nationalities and the brief visit to 
the Soviet Union gave a tremendous impetus to these ideas. On 
return to India in December 1927, he persuaded the Madras Con
gress to pass resolutions in favour of 'complete independence'. He 
denounced feudalism, capitalism and imperialism, and talked of 
organizing workers, peasants and students. 

Jawaharlal's performance at the Madras Congress deeply dis-
turbed Gandhi. He wrote to Jawaharlal: 

You are going too fast, you should have taken time to think and become 
acclimatised. Most of the resolutions you prepared and got carried could 
have been delayed for one year. Your plunging into the 'republican army' was 
a hasty step. But I do not mind these acts of yours so much as I mind your 
encouraging mischief-mongers and hooligans .... If .... careful observation 
of the country in the light of your European experiences convinces you of 
the errors of the current ways and means, by all means enforce your own 
Views, but do please form a disciplined party. 13 

Gandhi's objection was not so much to the radical views of the 
younger man, as to the light-hearted manner in which brave decla
rations were made without any serious effort to implement them. It 
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was all ve.ry well to talk of 'complete independence' , but did the 
Indian people have the will to enforce such a demand? 'We have 
almost sunk to the level of a schoolboys' debating society' , he told 
Jawaharial. A few months later, he told Motilal Nehru, who 
headed the committee which was to draft an All-Parties Constitu
tion (the Nehru Report) that ' unless we have created some force 
ourselves, we shall not advance beyond the position of beggars . . .. 
We are not ready for drawing up a constitution till we have deve
loped a sanction for ourselves. '14 The only sanction that Ga:1dhi 
could forge was that provided by a non-violent struggle. 
v' In December 1928, when the advocates of independence and 
Dominion Status clashed at the Calcutta Congress, Jawaharlal is 
reported to have told Gandhi: 'Bapu, the difference between you 
and me is this: You believe in gradualism; 1 stand for revolution.' 
'My dear yOltng man ' , Gandhi retorted , ' I have made revolutions 
while others have only shouted revolutions. When your lungs are 
exhausted and you really are serious about it you will come to me 
and 1 shall then show you how a revolution is made. '15 After a 
long heated argument, much vacillation and 'mental distress' , 
Jawaharlal eventua lly fell into line with Gandhi's compromise for
mula. Dominion Status wa's accepted as the bas is of the ne~ con
stitution, provided the British Government conceded it before the 
end of 1929.1 

To many of his young admirers Jawaharlal 's attitude at the 
Calcutta Congress smacked of political cowardice; to Subhas Bose 
and members of the Independence for India League it seemed an 
abject betrayal. But it was sound instinct which kept Jawaharlal 
from breaking with the Congress Old Guard and the Mahatma. He 
seems to have sensed that if there were any conservatives at the 
Calcutta Congress, Gandhi was not one of them. As events were to 
prove, it was Jawaharla l, not the Old Guard, who won a t Calcutta. 
There were some apparent disappointments and setbacks, such as 
Congress leaders' reaction to Lord Irwin's declaration on Dominion 
Status in November 1929 and 'the peace parleys in Delhijust before 
the Lahore Congress. Nevertheless, the fact" remained that within 
a year, ' complete independence', instead of being the catchword of 
a few young radicals, became the battle-cry of the Congress party, 
and, to Jawaharlal 's delight, Gandhi was back at its helm to direct 
another satyagraha struggle agai nst the British Raj. 
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IV 
After the Calcutta Congress, the political atmosphere became elect
ric. Gandhi abandoned a trip to Europe which he had been plan
ning and called for a boycott of foreign cloth. There were rumours 
of lawaharlal's imminent arrest as he threw himself into the 
organizational work of the Congress with redoubled vigour. Politics 
again acquired for him a sense of purpose, urgency and adventure. 
All the signs pointed to Gandhi's return to the active leadership of 
the party. A majority of the provincial congress committees voted 
'for him to preside over the Lahore session in Decem ber 1929. 
Gandhi declined the honour, but persuaded the All India' Congress 
Committee to confer it on lawabarlal. The thought that he had 
come to the highest office in the Congress 'not by the main entrance 
or even a side entrance', but by a 'trap door' which had bewilder
ed the audience into acceptance,16 was humiliating to Nehru. 
Nevertheless, the fact that it fell to him to preside over the momen
tous session at Lahore and to unfurl the flag of independence on 
the bank of the Ravi at the midnight of 31 December 1929, 
rocketed his prestige overnight. The Lahore Congress gave a tre
mendous boost to his popularity with the masses; it raised his pres
tige with the intelligentsia and made him a hero of India's youth . 
.,/'" As the new year dawned, events moved rapidly. With the obser
vance of the Independence Day and the launching of the Salt Satya
gr~ha, the po.litical scene began to be transformed under the magic 
touch of the Mahatma. And once again, in the midst of a struggle 
against the British Raj, lawaharlal felt that sense of complete 
identification with Gandhi h~ had experienced ten years before. 
H.is mood found eloquent expression in the tribute he pllid to 
Gandhi as the latter marched to Dandi on the western coast for 
breach of the Salt Laws: 

Today the pilgrim marches onward on his long trek, the fire of a great 
resolve is in him, and surpassing love of his miserable countrymen. And 
love of truth that scorches and love of freedom that inspires. And none that 
passes him can escape the speU, and men of common clay feel the spark qf 
life,17 ) .. 

The Salt Satyagraha drew the whole Nehru family into the ...(/ 
arena. lawaharlal was the first to be arrested; he was followed by "-
his father, his sisters and his wife. But once. again history repeated 
itself, and Gandhi called off the movement when it seemed tobe on 
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the crest of a rising wave. Nehru was in Delhi in February and 
March 1931 and in touch with the Mahatma during his talks with 
the Viceroy.LNevertheless , the contents of the Gandhi-Irwin Pact 
on 4 March and particularly its second clause concerning the 
safeguards in the new constitution , came as a great shock to 
Jawaharlal. 18 

So J lay and pondered on that March night and in my heart there was a 
great emptiness as of something precious gone, almost beyond recall . ... 
The thing had been done, our leader had committed himself; and even if we 
disagreed with him , what could we do? Throw him over? Break from him? 
Announce our disagreement? That might bri ng some personal satisfaction to 
an individual, but it made no difference to the final decision.l9 

Gandhi observed Jawaharlal's distress, took him out for a walk, 
and tried to alIay his fears. Jawaharlal was not convinced, but at 
the Karachi Congress, a few days later, he swallowed his dissent , 
and even sponsored the resolution supporting the Gandhi-Irwin 
Pact. He did this in order to prevent an open rift in the party and 
to strengthen the hands of Gandhi who was to represent the 
Congress at the Round Table Conference in London. ") 

V 

In December 1931 , when Gandhi returned from his abortive trip 
to London, Jawaharlal was already in gaol. The Gandhi-Irwin 
Pact went to pieces, civil disobedience was resumed , t~.E Congress 
was outlawed and more than sixty thousand people were convicted 
or civil disobedience. Jawaharlal had one of his longest spells in 

gaol-a total of 1,170 days-between December 1931 and Septem
ber 1935. It was towards the close of this period that he wrote his 
autobiography. The author's preface referred to the 'mood of 
self-questioning' , and the ' particularly distressful period' of his 
life in which the book was written. The distress stemmed not only 
from anxiety about his wife, who was hovering between life and 
death in Indian and Swiss sanatoria, but also from the decline of 
the struggle against the British Raj.lAs he recalIed the story of his 
life and the course of the movement to which he had committed 
himself totally , Jawaharlal noted the conflicting pulls which 
Gandhi exerted on him: 

For it was clear that this little man of poor physique had something of steel 
in him, something rocklike which did not yield to physical powers, however 
great they might be. And in spite of his unimpressive features, his loin-cloth 
and bare body, there was a royalty and kingliness in him which compelled a 
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willing obeisance from others ... . His calm, deep eYeS would hold one and 
gently probe into the depths, his voice, clear and limpid would purr its way 
into the heart and evoke an emotional response. Jt was the utter sincerity of 
the man and his personafity that gripped. He gave the impression of tre
mendous reserves of power. 20 .J 
Despite his admiration for the Mahatma, Nehru found much in 

bim which puzzled and even infuriated him. When he learned 
about Ganobi's fast against separate electorates for the depressed 
classes he felt angry with him for 'his religious and sentimental 
approach to a political question a nd his frequent references to 
God in connection with it. He even seemed to suggest that God 
had indicated the very day of the fast. What a terrible example to 
set.' As he thought of the tragic possibilities of the fast, he was 
seized with despair. 'If Bapu died! What would India be like then? 
And how would her politics run? There seemed to be a dreary and 
dismal future ahead .... So I thought and thought and confusion 
reigned in my head and anger and hopelessness and love for him 
who waS the cause of this upheaval. '21 

The untouchabi lity fast was not the on ly occasion when Gandhi's 
religious idiom jarred on Nehru. In 1934, the Mahatma suggested 
that the terrible earthquake which Bihar had just suffered was a 
divine punishment for the sin of untouchability. It struck Nehru 
as a 'staggering remark . . . . Anything more opposed to the scienti
fic outlook it would be difficult to imagine.'22 A few months later, 
Gandhi's statement, calling off civil disobedience because of the 
failure of a 'vah./ed companion to perform his full prison task', left 
Jawaharlal aghast at its emotional irrelevance. Jawaharlal had 

... a sudden and intense feeling that something broke inside me, a bond that 
I had valued very greatly had snapped. I felt terribly lonely in this wide 
world .... Again I felt that sensation of spiritual isolation, of being a per
fect stranger out of harmony, not only with the crowds that passed me, but 
also with those whom I had valued as dear and close colleagues.23 

On occasions, Gandhi struck Jawaharlal as 'a medieval Catholic 
saint'.24 Gandhi's philosophy of 'one step enough for me' seemed 
much too empirical, his political style too abrupt and unpredicta
ble, his doctrine of non-violence too lofty for the common run of 
mankind. The autobiography reflects Nehru's doubts, his self
questioning and mental contlict. 25 Was not non-violence already 
hardening into 'an inflexible dogma' and 'taking its place in the 
pigeonholes of faith and religion ... [and] becoming a sheet anchor 
for vested interests'?26 Was it not an illusion to imagine that a 
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dominant imperialist power would give up its domination over a 
country, or a class would give up its superior position and pri
vileges, unless effective pressure amounting to coercion was exer
cised?21 Was it not romantic to hope for the conversion of princes, 
landlords and capitalists into trustees of their properties for the 

' commonweal, or to expect khadi and village industries to solve the 
long-term problems of India's poverty? Was not Gandhi's emphasis 
on the spinning-wheel overdone and foredoomed to failure in an 

vindustrialized world?28 
These doubts assailed Jawaharlal as he wrote his autobiography. 

Some of them had found expression in his talks with Gandhi in 
1933 when he was briefly out of gaol. There was a public exchange 
of letters, in the course of which Gandhi had acknowledged with 
typical understatement that while they agreed in 'the enunciation 
of ideal's, there are temperamental differences between US' .29 While 
Nehru was in gaol during the next two years, these differences 
grew sharper. His ideas were taken up by a band of young Cong
ressmen who were disillusioned by a failure of civil disobedience, 
and were attracted to socialist doctrines. I n the 1920s, the Cong
ress leadership had been challen ed b OlIn ~hca s on olitical 
fOssues suc as Dominion Status versus inde endence. In the 1930s, 
the challenge was to be on economic as well as political issues; the 
contest was to be more serious not only for the coherence of the 
Congress Party, but for the relations between Nehru and Gandhi. 
It is impossible to understand their relations at this time without 
noting their diverse social philosophies. 

VI 

Though Jawaharlal had sampled Fabian literature and attended 
Bernard Shaw's lectures as a student in Cambridge and London, 
his enthusiasm for Marxism and the Russian Revolution was 
derived from reading and reflection in gaol, and the visit to Europe 
in 1926-7, which had included a four-day trip to Moscow. It is 
significant that one of the aims of the Independence for India 
League, which he and Subhas Bose had founded in 1928, was the 
revision of the economic structure of society on a socialist basis. In 
his presidential address at the Lahore Congress, Jawaharlal avowed 
himself a socialist and asserted that 'socialism had permeated the 
entire structure of society and the only point in di sp ute is the pace 
and ~ethods of advance to this realisation'. A little earlier, he had 
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presided over the All India Trade Union Congress and argued 
that, despite the bourgeois character of the Congress, it did 
represent the only effective force in the country. In March 1931, 
thanks largely to Gandhi's support, he was able to push through 
the Karachi Congress a resolution30 on fundamental rights and 
economic policy, which envisaged, among other things , the state 

I 

ownership of key industries and services, mineral resources, rail-
ways, waterways, shipping and other means of transport. It is true 
that this resolution was only mildly socialist, but socialist ideas 
had not yet gained much currency in the Congress Party. What 
Acharya Narendra Deva told Nehru in 1929 about the U.P. 
Independence League was true of most protagonists of socialism 
in the Congress in 1931: 'We may all generally believe in the 
necessity of reconstructing our society on a new basis, but the 
ideas of most of us are vague and indefinite and most of us do not 
know how to proceed about the business. '31 

Not until 1934 was the initiative for the formation of a socialist 
group in the Congress taken by a number of young Congressmen 
w 0 appened to be in Nasik gabl and shared the disenchantment 
with Gandhi's leadership in the wake of his withdrawal of civil 
disobedience. Among them were Jayaprakash Narayan, Asoka 
Mehta, Achyut Patwardhan, Yusuf Meherally, and S. M. Joshi. 
They were later joined by Narendra Deva, Sri Prakasa, Sampurna
nand, N. G. Ranga and others. They swore by Marxism, talked 
of the inevitability of class war, called for planned economic 
development on the Soviet model, discounted Gandhi's leadership 
and doubted the efficacy of non-violence in solving Indian 
political and social problems. Gandhi was their chosen target. 
Jayaprakash Narayan described him as a case of 'autochthonism'Y 
He believed that Gandhi was played out and could not carry the ~/ / 
people further. 33 It was only by drawing in the masses, the peasants -/,1 
and the workers, that the Congress could broaden its base, rid it-
self of its defeatist mentality, 'socialize' the nationalist struggle 
and forge a massive anti-imperialist front.34 

Gandhi was not impressed by the political wisdom of these 
young men, whom he described as a body of 'men in a hurry'. 
The talk of class war, expropriation and violence was repugllant 
to him. Nevertheless-and this was characteristic of Gandhi- he 
refused to be a party to the muzzling of Congress Socialists. 
Indeed, he helped them to secure larger representation in the All 
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India Congress Committee by the introduction of the single trans
ferable .vote. 35 He also announced his own formal retirement from 

j , the Congress organization, so that his critics, including the young 
J' socialists, should be able to express their views without being in

hibited by his presence. 
Nehru was in gaol when the Congress Socialist Party was found

ed. He never became an office-bearer, or even a member of this 
party. But there is no doubt that he was its hero and source of 
inspiration. Some of the leading lights of the party, such as 
Narendra Deva, Jayaprakash Narayan and Achyut Patwardhan, 
were close to Nehru and shared his outlook on national and inter
national issues. Nehru's socialism, however, was not doctrinaire. 
Nor did he plan 'to inoculate the masses with the virus of Com
munism', as the Government of India suspected .36 'I am certainly 
a socialist,' he wrote in March 1938, 'I believe in the socialist 
theory and method of appro'ach. I am not a Communist chiefly 

" because I resist the Communist tendency to treat Communism as 
a holy doctrine, and I do not like being told what to think and 
what to do.' He made no secret of his faith in scientific socialism. 
He believed in curbing the profit motive, in promoting public 
ownership of key industries, and in using the machinery of the 
state to regulate economic activity. Gandhi's approach was 
different. 

When not yet forty, Gandhi had developed a social hilosophy 
of his own, based on a faith in non-violence and distrust of in
dustrialism andthe mo ern state. e India of Gandhi's dreams 
was 'a federafIon of small village republics', providing only for 
the essential needs of the community. Based on a thorough-going 
decentralization of the economic and political structures, it was to 
reduce the temptation for exploitation from within and aggression 
from without. It was to imitate neither British nor Soviet models, but 
was to be tailored to Indian conditions. It was to be, in Gandhi's 
words, Ram Rajya, 'the sovereignty of the people based on pure 
moral authority'Y 'I tell my socia list friends,' he said at Faizpur 
in December 1936, 'you are not talking anything new. Our ances
tors always said, this is God 's earth. It is neither of the capitalists 
nor of zamindars nor of anybody. It belongs to God.'38 

Congress Socialists did not take the Mahatma's claim to be a 
socialist seriously. To them, as to Nehru, his brand of socialism 
was a kind of 'muddled humanitarianism'.39 
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VII 
Imprisonment and domestic affliction had kept Jawaharlal out of 
Indian politics for nearly four and a half years. Curiously enough, 
while he was behind prison bars, his political stock had risen; his was 
a name to conjure with among the masses as well as the intelligent
sia; his autobiography was soon to give him a world-wide reputa
tion as a writer. Gandhi was aware of Nehru's popularity as well 
as his differences with the Congress leadership. Nevertheless, he 
secured his elect,ion to the Presidency of the 1936 Congress, which 
met at Lucknow a few days after Jawaharlal's return from Europe. 
Conscious of the fact that the socialists were a tiny minority in the 
party , Nehru included only three ofthem- Jayaprakash Narayan, 
Achyut Patwardhan and Narendra Deva- in the Congress Work
ing ·Committee, and gave the remaining eleven seats to the Old 
Guard- the 'Gandhi-ites '. The Committee found it hard to se ttle 
down as a happy family. The political temperature had risen be
fore Nehrn's return. His militant address a t the Lucknow Congress 
raised it further. The Congress Socialists seemed anxious to drive 
their advantage home; the older leaders were suspicious and ner
vous; Nehru himself was on edge. 'Today I feel' , he wrote to a 
friend on 3 May 1936, 'that there will be a tug-of-war in India 
between rival ideologies .. . . [ feel myself very much on the side of 
one ideology and I am distressed at some of my colleagues going 
the other way.'40 Two days later he wrote about his sense of in
tellectual isolation in the Congress Working Committee. 'The last 
dozen years have been years of hard and continuous work for me, 
of self-ed ucation and study and thought .. .. But others ... have 
not taken the trouble to think or study and have remained vaguely 
where they were. But the world changes.'41 By the end of Jtlne, the 
crisis, unknown to the public, came to a head when seven members 
of the Congress Working Committee sent their resignations to 
Nehru. A split in the party was on the cards. 

It is tempting to dramatize the 1936 crisis as a tug-of-war bet
ween the Right and the Left in the Congress, with Gandhi backing 
the Right. But could Gandhi, who had roused the Indian peasan
try to a consciousness of its strength in Champaran, Kaira and 
Bardoli, be fa irly labe lled a reactionary? Was it not Gandhi who 
had made the nationalist movement conscious of its responsibility 
to the underdog and made poverty a live issue? The dispute was 
not really about the adoption or rejection of a socialist creed; 
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the political issue still predominated. The members of the so
called Right wing in the Congress executive-Rajendra Prasad, 
Vallabhbhai Patel and others-looked askance at the Socialist 
group largely because of the threat it seemed to pose to the uni ty 
of the party, which had yet to recover from the hammer-blows of 
the WiUingdon regime. The party was still illegal in the whole of 
the North-West Frontier Province and parts of Bengal. Anti
Congress forces , encouraged by the government, were raising their 
heads. A general election was due at the end of the year. And just 
when the party needed a united front, the Congress Socialists were 
embarrassing the leadership, talking of class war, frightening away 
potential supporters, and making new enemies. The slogans of 
class struggle against money-lenders and landlords by Kisan Sabhas 
and socialist conferences all over the country could prove costly 
to the Congress at a general election in which barely 10 per cent 
of the population was entitled to vote. A peasants' conference in 
Andhra had gone so far as to demand that Congress members of 
legislatures be given freedom to vote on issues concerning the pea
santsY This was a demand which cut at the very. root of party 
discipline; Nehru, who was the Congress President, rejected it out 
of hand. Nevertheless, it revealed a dangeroul> drift towards dis
integration, which had to be checked if the Congress was to survive 
as a strong and effective instrument for fighting British imperialism. 

There were, thus, not only ideological differences, but conflicting 
readings of the political situation which brought on the crisis in 
the Congress executive. Perhaps even more important was the 
mistrust between the Old Guard and the Congress Socialists. Each 
feared being edged out of the party. Nehru suspected tl;1at there 
was a conspiracy to destroy him politically. 'When 1 reached 
Bombay,' he wrote 'to Gandhi on 5 July 1936, 'many people stared 
hard at me, hardly believing that 1 was still politically alive.' 
Gandhi was not, of course, party to such a plot. He resolved the 
crisis with admirable speed, skill and firmness. He insisted on the 
withdrawal of the resignations, and vetoed the reference of the dis
pute to the All India Congress Committee, on the grounds that a 
public discussion would only aggravate and distort the differences 
among the leaders, confuse and demoralize the rank and file, and 
ruin the party's chances at the election. 'I am firmly of opinion', 
the Mahatma wrote, 'that during the remainder of the year all 
wrangling should cease and no resignations should take place.' He 
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played down the crisis, described it as a tragi-comedy,43 and 
admonished Nehru for his edginess: 'If they [the members of the 
Congress Working Committee] are guilty of intolerance, you have 
more than your share of it. The country should not be made to 
suffer for your mutual intolerance. '44 Though as late as November 
] 936 Edward Thompson was predicting that the Congress would 
split and 'Nehru will lead a group into the wilderness',45 the crisis 
was really over. 

Nehru was prudent enough not to heed the advice of the hot-heads 
among his admirers, who were urging him to extreme courses. If he 
had broken with G a ndhi and the Congress in 1936, he would have 
dealt a blow not only to the Congress, but to his own political 
future. It was obvious that as long as Gandhi remained at the 
helm of the Congress, it was unlikely that any ,rival nationalist 
party could emerge or compete with it. The founding-or even the 
running-of a political party was not Nehru's metier. He could 
sway crowds, inspire intellectuals, reel off 'press statements and 
articles, run the A.LC.C. office, and travel from one end of the 
country to the other, but he was not cut out for the role of a party 
man age r. He did not have Gandhi's gift for discovering, training, 
and harnessing to the national cause men and women of varying 
abilities and temperaments. 'I function individually', he told 
Subhas Bose, 'without any group or any second person to support 
me.'46 This detachment , admirable in its own way, limited his 
room for manoeuvre within the party. When Bose reproached him 
for not backing him up against Gandhi, Nehru said frankly that 
a head-on coli ision with the Mahatma was likely to be suicidal. 
'The Left' , he warned Bose, 'was not strong enough to shoulder 
the burden by itself, and when a real contest came in the Cortgress, 
it would lose and then there would be a reaction against it.' Bose 
could win the election and become Congress President against 
Pattabhi Sitaramayya, but Nehru doubted whether Bose could 
carry the Congress in a clear contest with what was called 
Gandhism . Even if he won a majority within the Congress, it 
would not ensure him sufficient backing in the country. And in 
any case a mass struggle against the government without Gandhi 
was inconceivable. Finally, Nehru warned Bose that there were 
already many 'disruptive tendencies' at work in the country, and 
it was not right to add to them, and to weaken the national move
ment. 47 
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What Nehru came to realize in 1938, after closer acquaintance 
with the balance of forces in the country and the party, Gandhi 
had seen two years earlier. An open rift in the Congress in 1936 
would have crippled the Congress organization at a critical junc
ture, and would have been a godsend to the British Government. 
It was not by seceding from the Congress, but by influencing it 
from within, that Nehru was to push it in the direction he wanted 
it to take. 

It was during this crisis that Gandhi, with remarkable candour, 
revealed his reasons for supporting Nehru's candidacy for the 
Congress Presidency in 1936, even though his ideas were in con
flict with those of a majority of his colleagues in the party leader
ship. 'You are in office', wrote Gandhi to Jawaharlal on 15 July 
1936, 'by their unanimous choice, but you are not in power yet. 
. " To put you in office was an attempt to put you in power 
quicker than you would otherwise have been. Anyway that was at 
the back of my mind when I suggested your name for the crown 
of thorns.'48 Thus it turns out that Nehru's elevation to the Con
gress Presidency in 1936 was not, as Hiren Mukerjee suggests, 'to 
imprison the socialist wave in a strong little reservoir of Gandhi 's 
own making',49 but to launch Nehru forth on a favourable wind 
on the wide and stormy ocean of Indian politics. 

It is true that in 1936- 7 Nehru could not have his way on two 
crucial issues: elections to the new legislature and the formation of 
Congress ministries. But, thanks to Nehru 's influence, the deci
sions on these issues did not dampen Indian nationalism. The 
Congress election manifesto bore marks of Nehru's militant social
ism and anti-imperialism. And the election campaign, largely 
because of the prominent part he took in it, had the effect of 
awakening the masses. Finally, when the Congress accepted office, 
it was on its own terms and not on those of the British Govern , 
ment. The continual criticisms from Nehru and his socialist friends 
had the salutary effect of preventing the Congress ministers from 
sliding into bureaucratic grooves. Nehru's presidency thus gave a 
decidedly radical twist to Congress politics in 1936-7. Even E. M. S. 
Namboodiripad acknowledges that the presence of a left-wing 
leader at the head of the Congress 'enormously strengthened the 
forces of the left; the ideas of socialism, of militant and uncom
promising anti-imperialism, of anti-landlord and anti-capitalist 
struggles ... began to grip the people on a scale never before 
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thought possible'. 50 
In 1936, as in 1928, Nehru had stooped to Gandhi, but he had 

stooped to conquer. It is true that he was not able to get his views 
and programmes accepted immediately, or in their entirety, but he 
was able to influence the final decisions much more from within 
the party than he would have been able to do if-like Subhas 
Bose-he had left i.t to plough his own lonely furrow. 

VIII 

Thanks to Gandhi's intervention, the crisis in the Congress in 1936 
was tided over. Nehru continued to be the President and was in 
fact re-elected for another year. He was not, however, intune with 
his colleagues in the Working Committee. Gandhi sensed his un
happiness and irascibility. 'Somehow or other, everything I say 
and even perhaps do', he wrote to Nehru, 'jars on you .... you 
must bear with me till my understanding becomes clear or your 
fears are dispelled. '51 'I can't tell you', he wrote on another occa
sion, 'how positively lonely I feel to know that nowadays I can't 
carry you with me. '52 Often the Mahatma would seek Nehru's 
approbation for whatever he was doing. When sending a copy of 
one of his articles in the Harijan, he told him on 15 July 1937, 
'When you see it you will please tell me if I may continue to write 
so. I do not want to interfere with your handling of the who le 
situation . For I want the maximum from you for the country. I 
would be doing distinct harm, if my writing disturbed you.' A note 
on Gandhi's talks with Jinnah was accompanied by the exhorta- , 
tion to Nehru, 'not to hesitate to summarily reject it, if it does not 
commend itself to yoU' .53 

The differences between the two men during these year!i often 
concerned current issues, representing a difference of approach or 
emphasis. Nehru, for instance, was not quite happy about Gandhi's 
interview with the Governor of Bengal on the release of the dete
nus, or about the embargo on Congress participation in popular 
agitation in the princely states. The slow implementation of the 
reforms by the Congress ministries vexed him, while most of his 
colleagues felt that he did not make sufficient allowance for the 
limitations under which they worked. The activities of the Cong
ress Socialists provided another cause for misunderstanding. 54 
Some of them, who were close to Nehru, made no secret of their 
conviction that Gandhi was 'finished', that he was incapable of 
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giving any further lead against the British Raj, that his technique 
of non-violence could not take the country to the final goal. After 
reading a book on the Russian Revolution, Rafi Ahmed Kidwai 
confided to Nehru: 'If we want to make further progress, we will 
have to make an attempt to destroy the mentality created by the 
CD [civil disobedience] .... We will have to give up the present 
standards of scrupulousness, personal integrity, honesty and politi
cal amiability. '55 Truth and non-violence, Narendra Deva told 
Nehru, were 'noble ideas .... But they are so much being misused 
today in India that the day is not far distant when they will stink 
in our nostrils.'56 Jayaprakash Narayan saw a real danger of the 
Congress being converted' .. . from a democratic organization of 
the millions of the downtrodden people into a band-maid of Indian 
vested interests. A vulgarisation of Gandhism makes this transi
tion easy, and gives this new Congress the requisite demagogic 
armour . ... We are faced today with the real danger of Indian 
industry being made a synonym for Indian nationalism.'57 

It is not unlikely that what his friends were saying reflected 
Nehru's own inner misgivings at this time. The intellectual hiatus 

" between him and Gandhi tended to magnify even small tactical 
differences into minor crises. But there were also basic differences in 
their reading of the political situation. During the two years pre
ceding the war, Nehru was disconcerted by what seemed to him 
the tendency of the Congress ministries to compromise with the 
existing order. He was dismayed by the lack of intelligent interest 
on the part of his colleagues in the critical developments in Europe. 
And he was almost driven to despair by their inability to grasp the 
significance of the National Planning Committee and its many 
sub-committees, which, under his guidance, had held as many as 
seventy-two meetings in twenty months. 'I have never been able to 
understand or appreciate the labours of the Committee', Gandhi 
blandly told lawaharlal on II August 1939. 'I have not understood 
the purpose of the numerous sub-committees. It has appeared to 
me that much labour and money are being wasted on an effort 
which will bring forth little or no fruit. '58 

Because of all these differences with Gandhi and most Congress 
leaders, Nehru felt 'out of place and a misfit', and welcomed the 
opportunity in 1938 to visit Europe for a few months 'to freshen 
up' his tired and puzzled mind. 59 
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IX 
The outbreak of war in September 1939 added another strand to 
a complex situation. It set into motion forces which were to trans
form not only party alignments in India, but the structure of 
power in the world . It was also to reveal a fundamental cleavage 
between Gandhi and Nehru . in their att itudes towards the war. 
'Perhaps this is the most critical period in our history, ' Gandhi 
wrote to Nehru on 26 October 1939, 'I hold very strong views on 
the most important questions which occupy our attention. I know 
you too hold strong views on them, but'different from mine. Your 
mode of expression is different from mine.'60 

Gandhi had publ icly hailed Nehru as his 'guide' on inter
national affairs. It was at Nehru's instance that the Indian 
National Congress had denounced every act of aggression by the 
fascist powers in Manchuria, Abyssinia, Spain or Czechoslovakia 
and taken the western powers to task for their policy of 'appease
ment' towards the dictators. Nevertheless, Nehru had a lurking 
feeling that Gandhi had often accepted his point of view on inter
national affairs 'without wholly agreeing with it' .61 The Mahatma 
was second to none in his hatred of the tyrannies set up by the 
Fascist and Nazi regimes. He defined Hitlerism as 'naked, ruthless 
force reduced to an exact science worked with scientific precision'. 
Gandhi regarded Nazism and Fascism as symptoms of a deep
seated disease- the cult of violence. He did not, however, believe 
that violence could be neutralized with counter-violence. Through 
the pages of his weekly paper, the Harijan, he exhorted the victims 
of aggression, the Abyssinians, the Czechs and the Poles, to defend 
themselves with non-violent resistance. 'There is no bravery' , he 
argued, 'greater than a resolute refusal to bend the kne" to an 
earthly power.' Even after Hitler had swiftly overrun Poland in 
1939, and Europe was gripped by fear and foreboding, Gandhi 
continued to affirm that non-violence could serve as an effective 
shield against aggression. 

Neither Nehru, nor the majority of the members of the Congress 
Working Committee, nor indeed the rank and file of the party, 
shared Gandhi's boundless faith in the efficacy of non-violence. 
Clearly, Nehru did not see the war as an occasion for asserting the 
efficacy of non-violence; the important point was how the mons
trous war-machine built by Hitler was to be stopped and destroyed 
before it could enslave ma nkind. Nehru had never accepted non-



20 Gandhi and Nehru 

violence as a method for all situations or all times: 

The Congress had long ago accepted the principle and practice of non
violence in its application to our struggle for freedom and in building up 
unity in the nation. At no time had it gone beyond that position or applied 
the principle to defence from external aggression or internal disorder.62 

It soon became obvious that behind the facade of unity, the 
Congress leaders had serious differences in their approach to the war. 
The primary motivation of radicals like Jayaprakash Narayan was 
anti-British, of Nehru anti-Fascist, and of Gandhi anti-war. These 
differences would have come sharply into focus, had the British 
Government, under the influence of Churchill and Linlithgow, not 
short-sightedly tried to 'freeze' the constitutional position for the 
duration of the war. As long as there was no question of effective 
Congress participation in the central government, the question of 
whether India's support of the Allies was to be moral (as Gandhi 
advocated), or military (as Nehru proposed), remained purely 
academic. There were two occasions, however, when tbe vicissi
tudes of war seemed to bring a rapprochement between the Con
gress and the government within the realm of practical politics: in 
1940 after the French collapse, and in 1941-2 after the Japanese 
triumph in South-East Asia. On both these occasions Gandhi found 
that most of his colleagues were ready to switch from a pacifist 
stand to a whole-hearted participation in the Allied war effort, in 
return for a reciprocal gesture by the British Government. The 
Congress parleys with Sir Stafford Cripps finally broke down not 
on the issue of violence versus non-violence, but on the constitu
tional and administrative details of a provisional government for 
the effective prosecution of the war. 

The period immediately preceding and following the Cripps 
Mission in 1942 was a testing time for Nehru. He had little love 
for the British Government, but he was dismayed by its obstinate 
refusal to read the writing on the wall. Meanwhile, Indian public 
opinion was reaching the height of frustration. Between British 
folly and Indian frustration, the Allied cause, and particularly the 
future of the hard-pressed Chinese and the Russians, was trembl
ing in the balance. In the aftermath of the Cripps Mission, 
Gandhi's decision to launch a mass struggle cre~ted a further 
painful dilemma for Nehru. The idea of launching a mass civil 
disobedience movement, when the war was on India's doorstep, at 
first seemed to him fantastic. His mind was full of thoughts of 
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citizen armies, home guards and guerilla .warfare to beat off the 
Japanese invaders. Deep heart-searching and anguish led him even 
to think of deviating from the Congress policy towards the war. 
It was with some difficulty that he was persuaded not to strike out 
his own line on co-operation with the Allies.63 During the months 
of May and June, he had long talks with Gandhi, who wrote later 
to the Viceroy: 'I argued with him [Jawaharlal] for days together. 
He fought against my position with a passion which I have no 
words to describe.'64 Eventually, Nehru fell into line with the 
'Quit India' stand, even though he was conscious that it 'gave 
second place to logic and reason' and 'was not a politician's 
approach but of a people grown desperate and reckless of conse
quences.'65 Before agreeing to support the 'Quit India' policy, 
however, he had persuaded Gandhi to agree that Allied troops 
would remain on Indian soil during the war, and the 'provisional' 
government of free India would throw all its resources into the 
struggle against Fascism. For Gandhi, with his passionate commit
ment to non-violence, this was, as Nehru noted, 'a bitter pill'.66 
Nehru's decision to support the Mahatma on the 'Quit India' 
movement was thus not really the one-sided compromise it was 
made out to be by some of his critics. M. N. Roy wrote: 

Godly power of the Mahatma has overpowered the human wish of the 
romantic politician [Nehru] . ... In vain has he dilated upon his differences 
and final agreement on fundamentals with Mr. Gandhi, for throughout his 
whole career he has blindly followed Mr. Gandhi. In fact he has no in
dependence of thought or action. 67 

What M. N. Roy failed to see was that in reaching a compro
mise Nehru did not make all the concessions. If the inter
nationalist had given in to the nationalist in Nehru, the pacifist 
had given in to the patriot in Gandhi. 

X 

After spending nearly three years in gaol, Nehru was released in 
June 1945 just before the Simla Conference was convened by the 
Viceroy, Lord Wavel!. This was the starting point for a series of 
triangular negotiations be}ween be British Government, the Con
gress, and the Muslim League, which .culminated in the trans fer 
of power and partition of rndia two years later. During these 
negotiations, the leading part was pl ayed by Neh ru, Vallabhbhai 
Patel and Abul Kalam Azad, but they remained in touch with 
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Gandhi and took his advice. Only in the last phase of the negotia
tions, towards the end of 1'947 and the beginning of 1946, when 
Gandhi was busy touring the riot-torn countryside of East Bengal 
and Bihar, did his influence on events become minimal. This may 
have been due partly to his absence from Delhi-the hub of politi
cal activity-and partly to the swiftness with which the political 
landscape changed during this period, owing to the eagerness of 
the Muslim League to cash in on the British decision to quit India, 
and the anxiety of the Congress for a speedy and smooth transfer 
of power. In the aftermath of the Muslim League's' Direct Action 
Day' at Calcutta in August 1946, communal violence spread like a 
prairie fire, and threatened to engulf the whole country. At the 
centre, the conflict between the Congress and Muslim League mem
bers paralysed the Interim Government. As the danger of civil war 
loomed on the horizon, Nehru, Vallabhbhai Patel and most of the 
Congress leaders came to the painful conclusion that the partition 
of the country was a lesser evil than (l. forced and fragile union; 
that it was worthwhile to try to salvag~ three-quarters of India 
from the chaos that threatened the whole. Against this background 
the Congress Working Committee mooted the partition of the pro
vinces of the Punjab and Bengal in March, and accepted the 
Mountbatten Plan for the transfer of power (and the partition of 
the country as its corollary) in June. The final decision was taken 
against Gandhi's advice. . 

Michael Brecher has suggested that Nehru and Patel opted for 
the partition of the country because they were tempted by 'the 
prize of power~.68 Human motives are rarely unmixed, but in the 
summer of 1947 partition seemed the lesser evil not only to Nehru 
and Patel, but to the entire Congress leadership, with a few excep
tions such as those of Abdul Ghaffar Khan and Jayaprakash 
Narayan. Gandhi's eleventh-hour proposal that the Viceroy call 
upon Jinnah to form an exclusively Muslim League Government 
was a bold gesture, but the Congress leaders, after their experience 
of association with Muslim League ministers in the Interim Govern
ment, were in no mood to endorse it. Nor did Gandhi's alternative 
of a mass struggle appeal to them. Struggle against whom? The 
British were going, and the Muslim League, with its calculated 
mixture of bluster and bullying, was hardly susceptible to the 
moral nuances of satyagraha. J. B. Kripalani explained the pre-' 
d'icament of even 'those who prided themselves on being Gandhi's 
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blind followers. 'Today also I feel that he [Gandhi] by his supreme 
fearlessness is correct and my stand is defective. Why then am 1 not 
with him? It is beca use I feel that , he has as yet found no way of 
tackling the' [Hindu-Muslim] problem on a mass basis.'69 

To :Nehru and Patel it seemed in the spring and summer of 1947 
that the Mahatma's idealism had outrun the needs ofa critical and 
developing crisis, that the intransigence of the Muslim League and 
the mounting chaos in the country left no alternative to partition, 
that to insist on unity under such circumstances was to court an 
even greater disaster. Gandhi's rocklike faith in non-violence was 
admirable, but to most of his colleagues he seemed at the time an 
uncompromising prophet rather than a practical statesman. It was , 
not for the first time that Gandhi found himself isolated. In 1940, 
the Congress had declined to accept non-violence as a shield 
against external danger; seven years later, it refused to embrace it 
as a shield against internal disorder. 

Gandhi seems to have had a lingering regret that in the final 
stages of the negotiations with the British Government, he had 
been by-passed by Nehru and Patel. 70 Nevertheless, he lent them 
his powerful support at the crucial meetings of th~ Working Com
mittee and the All fndia Congress Cbmmittee. 71 During the five 
and a half months which remained to him, he wore himself out in 
an effort to heal the wounds inflicted by Partition, and became, in 
the words of Mountbatten, a 'one-man boundary force for keeping 
the peace in disturbed areas'. Gandhi was not the man to nurse a 
grievance, and there is no cvidence to show that the events leading 
to Partition created any permanent estrangement between him and 
Nehru. 

As Prime Minister, Nehru continued to lean on Gandhi for 
advice and moral support during the latter half p( 1947. A tragic 
reminder of this dependence came to Nehru within a few hours of 
the tragedy on 30 January 1948: 'I was sitting in my chair . .. 
worried about Bapu's funeral. The colossal problem that it present
ed baflled me. Suddenly, I said, let me go and consult Bapu.'72 

Gandhi's death sublimated Nehru 's relationship with him. The 
Mahatma's heroic fight ~gainst fanaticism and violence in hi~ last 
months, and finally his martyrdom, had created a ' deep impression 
on Nehru. The memory of 'the Master'-as Nehru liked to call 
him-suffused with a fresh glow, and nourished by feelings of love, 
gratitude and guilt, remai ned with him until the last. He told a 
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correspondent in 1957 that he could not write at length on Gandhi 
as 'I get emotionally worked up and that is no mood to write. If 
I was a poet, which I am not, perhaps that mood might help.'73 The 
awesome responsibility of running the party and the government 
perhaps gave him fresh retrospective insight into the methods of 
the Mahatma, who had borne the burden of conducting the move
ment for nearly thirty years. The process of intellectual reconcilia
tion had indeed begun in Gandhi's lifetime; this can be seen by 
comparing the Autobiography with the Discovery of India, in which 
the criticism of Gandhi's ideas has been considerably toned down. 
In the intervening decade, Nehru had gone a long way towards 
rediscovering not only India, but Gandhi. 

XI 

The political equation between Gandhi and Nehru, extending as it 
did over a quarter of a century, was not static. It was continually 
evolving, and seeking a new equilibrium in response not only to 
the inner drives of two men of exceptional energy and integrity, 
but to the realities of the changing political scene in India. During 
the first ten years, the partners were re~t1ly Gandhi and Motilal , the 
young Nehru's role being that of a favourite and earnest diSCiple 
of the Mahatma. The Lahore Congress brought Ja:.vaharlal to the 
forefront of national politics, but it was not until the late thirties 
that he became a factor to reckon with in the counsels of the 
Congress. It is an indication of his rising political stature that 
while in the twenties his dissen~ was ,merely an inconvenience to 
the Congress establishment, in 1936 it almost split the pary. He 
owed his position in the party and the country in a great measure 
to his own qualities: his high idealism and dynamism, tireless energy 
and robust optimism, infectious faith in the destinies of the Cong
ress and India, his glamour for the youth and charisma for the 
masses. Nevertheless, it is doubtful if he could have reached the 
apex of party leadership so early and decisively, had Gandhi not 
catapulted him into it at critical junctures in 1929 and 1936. 

J Gandhi knew that Jawaharlal was not a 'blind follower' and had 
a mind of his own. Their philosophies of life diverged widely, but 
they were at one in their desire to rid the country of foreign rule, 
its gross poverty, and its social and economic inequalities. Gandhi 
wanted to harness Nehru's great talents and energies and was 
confident of containing his impetuous and rebellious spiri9 'He is 

/ 
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undoubtedly an extremist', Gandhi wrote soon after Nehru's elec
tion to the Congress Presidency in 1929, 'thinking far ahead of his 
surroundings. But he is humble enough and practical enough not 
to force the pace to the breaking point. '74 Seven years later, on the 
eve of a serious crisis in the party, Gandhi assured an English 
correspondent: 'But though Jawaharlal is extreme in his presenta
tion of his methods, he is sober in action. So far as I know him, he 
will not precipitate a conflict. ... My own feeling is that Jawaharlal 
will accept the decision of the majority of his colleagues.'75 

To the question why two men with such diverse backgrounds and 
temperaments remained together, the simple answer is that they 
needed each other. In 1919, the young Nehru needed Gandhi to . 
provide an outlet to his passionate but pent-up nationalism, and 
Gandhi , about to enter the Indian political stage, was on the look
out for able lieutenants. He had already enlisted Mahadev Desai, 
Vall~bhbhai Patel and Rajendra Prasad. It is not surprising that 
the young Jawaharlal should have caught the Mahatma's per
ceptive eye and evoked from the outset a special consideration. He 
was to become Gandhi 's link with the younger generation and his 
window to the world. Informed by study and travel, he became 
Gandhi's mentor on internati.ona l affa irs. His passion for clarity 
and logic often clashed ;.'lith the Mahatma's intuitive and prag-

. matic approach , but he discovered before long that the Mahatma 
had an uncanny sense of the mood of the Indian masses, their 
potential and their limitations, and that his political decisions were 
in fact sounder than the explanations in which he clothed them. 
Nehru realized the indispensability of Gandhi ' s leadership and, ./' 
therefore, never pressed his differences to an open breach with him. 
Whatever his doubts about the possibilities of non-violence for 
changing the hearts of those who wielded political and economic 
power, Jawaharlal felt certain that Gandhi was leading the country 
in the right direction, Indeed, realizing Gandhi's receptivity, flexi
bility a nd unpredictability, Nehru continued to hope that eventually 
the Mahatma's weight would be thrown in favour of radicalizing 
India's politics and economy. 

Whatever their political differences, it is important to remember 
that Gandhi's link with Jawaharlal Nehru transcended the politi
cal nexus. Gandhi's extraordinary capacity to love and be loved 
was experienced by many of his colleagues and their families, but 
for the Nehru family he seems to have had a special affection. 
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With Moti lal , he was a colleague rather than a mentor. Jawaharlal 
was doubtless a disciple, but a favourite one: the Mahatma's face 
shone with pleasure and pride in the company of the young Nehru, 
whom he hailed as his son long before he described him as bis 

I'heir" Intellectual and political differences did not diminish 
Gandhi's affection, which was deeply reciprocated by Jawaharlal. 
There was hardly a major domestic decision-whether the treat-
ment of his ailing wife , the education of his daughter, or the 
marriage of . his sister-on which Jawabarlal did not seek the 
Mahatma's advice and blessing. It was to 'Bapu' that tbe family 
instinctively turned for solace in moments of grief. When Kamala 
Nehru was dying in Switzerland, Jawaharlal was cabling her 
condition daily not only to her motber in India but to Gandhi as 
well. 

Gandhi had less difficulty in understanding Nehru than Nehru 
had in understanding Gandhi . The Mahatma seems to have sensed 
almost immediately the deep loneliness, idealism and restless energy 
of the young Nehru and to have understood him even better than 
Motilal had done . Indeed, in the earlier years, Gandhi acted as a 
bridge between father and son. For Gandhi, the crucial test came 
when, after his visit to Europe in 1927, Jawaharlal suddenly seem
ed to have outgrown the political and economic framework of the 
party. Gandhi's reaction to young N ehru' s rebellion was cbarac
teristic. He did not attempt to muzzle him. On the contrary, he 
encouraged him to be candid about the · differences: '1 suggest a 
dignified way of unfurling your banner. Write to me a letter for 
publication showing your differences. 1 will print it in Young India 
and write a brief reply.' 76 Subsequently when Jawabarlal was 
straining at the leash after signing the Delhi Manifesto, welcoming 
Lord Irwin's declaration on Dominion Status for India, Gandhi 
told him: 'Let this incident be a lesson. Resist me always when my 
suggestion does not appeal to your head or heart. I shall not love 
you the less for that resistance. >77 

Gandhi's refusal to impose his ideas on Nehru could not but 
have a moderating influence on Jawaharlal. The lack of resistance 
from the Mahatma reduced the incentive for an open revolt. Gandhi 
repeatedly offered to step off the political stage altogether , and to 
leave the field to Nebru and others. Since Gandhi did not owe his 
influence in the party to any office, it made him the less vulnera
ble: it was pointless to seek to throw out a leader who was always 
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willing to retire voluntarily. 

~ 

It was not without much inner contlict and anguish that Nehru 
was able to reconcile the conflict between his mind and heart, bet
ween his own convictions, and loyalty to Gandhi and the party. 
Yet nobody knew better than Nehru how much he owed to Gandhi. 
It was from the Mahatma that he had imbibed an ethical outlook, 
a concern for the 'naked hungry mass' of India, and faith in peace
ful and patient methods, in good means as a lever for good ends, 
and in argument and persuasion rather than in coercion. 

The working partnership between them lasted until the end, but 
Jheir philosophies of life never really converged. In October 1945, 
a few months before the negotiations for the final demission of . 
British power began, Gandhi wrote to Nehru: '1 am now an old 
man . .. I have, therefore, named you as my heir. I must, however, 
understand my heir and~y heir should understand me. Then 
alone shall 1 be content-:JHe ·went on to express his conviction ../ 
that truth and non-violence could only be realized in the simpli-
city of village life and to envisage independent India, as was his 
wont, as a federation of self-reliant village republics. Nehru 

'. replied: 
The question before us is not one of truth versus untruth and non-violence 
versus violence. One assumes as one must, that true co-operation and peace
ful methods must be aimed at, and a socie,ty which encourages these must be 
our objective. The whole question is how to achieve this society and what its 
content should be. I do not understand why a village should necessarily 
embody truth and non-violence. A village, normally speaking, is backward 
intellectually and culturally and no progress can be made from a backward 
environment. Narrow-minded people are much more likely to be untruthful 
and violent ... . 78 

This scepticism about the feasibility of the rural Utopia, as 
outlined in Hind Swara}, was not confined to Nehru: it was shared 
by almost the entire Congress leadership, and the intelligentsia, 
who never learned to appreciate Gandhi's philosophic anarchism, 
his unqualified commitment to non-violence, and his criticism of 
science and technology, industrialism and institutions of the West. 

The argument between Gandhi and Nehru in 1945 on what con
stituted the good society remained inconclusive, but Nehru adher
ed to the line he had a'lways taken in public and private. 'We 
cannot stop the river of change', he had written in his autobio
graphy, 'or cut ourselves adrift from it, and psychologically, we 
who have eaten the apple of Eden cannot forget the taste and go 
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back to primitiveness.'79 Hardly anyone affected surprise when, in 
Gandhi's lifetime, the Constituent Assembly set itself to the task 
of framing a constitution for a strong nation-state, based on 
parliamentary democracy, with all the parapbernalia of a civil 
service, army, navy and air-force, along with an infrastructure of 
modern industry. For Nehru and his colleagues, the question in 
1947, as a shrewd critic has recently pointed out, was not that of 
'personal loyalty' to Gandbi, but 'a matter of social perspective 
and principles ... a choice between a strong industrial (and mili
tary) state versus a commonwealth of barely self-sufficient agri
cultural communities' .80 Nehru chose the first, as indeed he had said 
he would, even during Gandhi's lifetime. 

Nehru would have been the last person to profess that he was 
following Gandhi's blueprint for an independent India during his 
years in power. Even if it had been possible to recognize such a 
blueprint, it could hardly have been adapted to the mechanism of 
the modern state. Sarvodaya, unlike socialism, cannot be legislated 
into existence. The changes it postulates in the minds and hearts 
of men can be better attempted through voluntary effort and the 
example of devoted men, than through the authority of parlia
ments, cabinets, civil services, courts and the police. In fairness to 
Nehru, it must be acknowledged, however, that he applied Gandhi's 
ideas as far as he could to the needs of a modern nation-state. In 
that process 'something of Gandhism was knocked out, everything' 
could not be absorbed. But nobody absorbed so much of Gandhi 
as Nehru did or incorporated so much of him in the inexorable 
working of statehood.'81 The spirit of Gandhi may be seen in Nehru's 

, consistent respect for individual liberty and secularism, his 
rejection of violence and regimentation, and his determination to 
find a national consensus within the parliamentary system. Like 
Gandhi , Nehru had a deep concern for the small peasant, the land
less labourer and the industrial worker. The concept of Five Year 
Plans, though far removed from Gandhian economics, stressed the 
uplift of rural India and included programmes for community 
development, village self-government and cottage industries. In
deed, the point has recently been made that the Indian Planning 
Commission gave away hundreds of crores to subsidize village 
handicrafts, 'as a form of rural unemployment relief and as a 
tribute to Gandhi's sacred memory'.82 

In foreign policy Nehru was not Gandhian enough to advocate 
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unilateral disarmament of India, nor did he turn the other cheek 
to Pakistan and China. Nevertheless, throughout his years of 
office, he threw his weight in favo~r of non-alignment with mili
tary blocks, conciliation, peaceful negotiation of differences bet
ween nations, and the widening of the area of peace. The deep 
conviction with which, despite difficulties and rebuffs, he pursued 
these aims doubtless stemmed from his long association with 
Gandhi. During his twilight years, in a world darkened by growing 
cynicism, violence and ruthlessness, Nehru was speaking in even 
more Gandhian accents, pleading for the linking of the 'scientific 
approach' and the 'spiritualistic approach', 83 and warning the 
Planning Commission against the dangers of 'giganticism'.84 And 
in almost the last thing he wrote, he pointed out that while pro
gress in science, technology and production were desirable, 'we 
must not forget that the essential objective to be aimed at is the 
quality of the individual and the concept of Dharma underlying 
it'.85 
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GANDHI AND NEHRU: THE CHALLENGE 

OF A NEW SOCIETY 

p. C. JOSHI 

I would like to make some preliminary reflections on Gandhi and 
Nehru as leaders of India's resurgence as a new nation. On the 
question of leadership, Nehru himself once observed as follows: 
'Perhaps this is as good a test as any of a country's cultural back
ground and its conscious or sub-conscious objective: to what kind 
of a leader does it owe its allegiance?'! It can be said without any 
exaggeration that Gandhi and Nehru sy mbolized not only the best 
of India's age-old culture and civilization but also its will to build 
a new civilization on its old foundations . 

People of my generation, part of whose lives lay in the pre
independence period and the other in the post-independence period, 
have known both the heroic age of nationalist struggle, and the un
heroic age following independence. For us, Gandhi and Nehru were 
not orily political leaders but also heroes and mentors . Continuing 
in the tradition of the early nationalists, they gave us our catego
ries of thought to comprehend the problem of India. They gave a 
positive content a nd direction to the vague urges and strivings of 
a resurgen t people . They also gave us the will to struggle, and an 
ethical and moral character to India's rebellion against colonial 
tyranny. It is this ethical and moral character which sa ved us from the 
fanaticism and nega tivism affecting ma ny other nationalist move
ments. Many a time we questioned the quality of their leadership 
and many a time we mentally rejected them. Time and again we 
felt that their leadership had not been adequate to the task of 
changing India and of re-building it on new lines. But subsequent 
events in India and elsewhere led us towards recognizing their 
positive role and achievements. We rediscovered them as outstand
ing individuals, as path-finders of a resurgent nation and as a 
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voice of sanity in a tension-torn world. 
We have ourselves passed through inner turmoil and trans

formation in living and re-living our mental lives with Gandhi and 
Nehru. And when I write today on Gandhi and Nehru , I do so 
with much greater humility than I would have done as a much 
younger person. Today when I think of Gandhi and Nehru, I first 
think of the sense of struggle and of forward movement that they 
introduced into Indian life. Ga ndhi especially converted a nation of 
petitioners and sychophants of British rule int0 a nation of fighters 
against the British Empire. What Gogol once said about pre-revolu
tionary Russia could be said with much greater force about India 
under British rule. In an outburst of despondency Gogol remarked: 

Where is the one who in the native language of the Russ ian soul could pro
nounce for us the mighty word 'forwa rd'? Century after century passes, and 
a half million stay-at-homes, lubbers and block-heads are immersed in deep 
slumber, but rarely is a man born in Rus, who is able to pronounce this 
mighty word . .. 2 

The same mood of despondency pervaded India before Gandhi 
and Nehru arrived on the Indian scene. In a demoralized, disunit
ed and despondent India, Gandhi and Nehru uttered the daring 
word 'forward'. It is this national will to go forward which needs 
to be revived in the present situation. Here is a situation marked 
by internal division and confusion. The Indian elite is once again 
losing its sense of purpose and its commitment to the tasks of 
building a new society. We need now the rock-like moral firmness 
of Gandhi and his determination to galvanize the people into a 
unified and active force. We need Jawaharlal Nehru's sense of 
history and his sense of urgency about the unfinished economic 
revolution. We need all this to pull us out of the quagmire of 
philistinism, petty politicking and amoral self-seeking in which we 
are immersed today. 

Nehru often said that he was a small man who acquired a 
touch of greatness because of his association with great historical 
tasks; that he rose in stature as he identified himself with India 
and the stupendous task of transforming an old society into a 
new nation. In an historic broadcast in Jure 1947 Nehru said: 'We 
are little men serving a great cause, but because the cause is great 
something of that greatness falls upon us l;llso.'3 

It is also releva nt to recall that both Gandhi and Nehru had 
firm faith in India's potential to carve out a new path for herself 
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consistent with high ideals. Nehru ,often said that whenever he 
thought of himself in relation to the complex problems of a big 
country like India he was ·overwhelmed by a sense ,of his own in
adequacy. But whenever he thought of India, of her past achieve
ments and present potential, never for a moment did he doubt 
India's adequacy to solve her gigantic problems. 

Today, when the very p'rinciple of leadership has been seriously 
undermined, it is useful to recall Nehru's view of Gandhi as a 
leader. In Nehru's view, a leader should be a combination of a 
prophet and a politician. If a leader functions merely as a politi
cian, adapt ing himself to the exigencies of the moment and the 
weaknesses of the people he has to leaq, he abdicates his lead
ing role and ceases to be an instrument ·of their advance. The 
very definition of a leader implies that he is ahead of the people 
and is capable of uplifting them. At the same time, if he is too far 
ahead of them and if he takes no account or"their own inclinations, 
orientations and even their weaknesses, or if he moves contrary to 
their urges, he would lose his following. An effective leader is in 
this sense both a prophet and a politician, an idealist and a 
realist. 

Nehru expresses this dilemma as follows: 

How is a leader of men to function? If he is a leader, he must lead and not 
merely follow the dictates of the crowd, though so me modern conception of 
the functioning of democracy would lead one to think that he must bow 
down to the largest number. If he does so, then he is no leader and he can
not take others far a long the right path of human progress. If he acts singly, 
accordi ng to his own lights, he cuts himself off from the very persons he is 
trying to lead. Jf he brings himself down to the same level of understanding 
as others, then he has lowered hi mself, been untrue to his own ideal, and 
compromised that truth. And once such compromises begin, there is no end 
to them and the path ,is slippery, What then is he to do? It is not enough for 
him to perceive truth or some aspect of it. He must succeed in making others 
perceive it also ... 

The amazing thing about Gandhi was that he adhered, in all its fullness, 
to his ideas, his conception of truth, and yet he did, succeed in mou lding and 
moving enormous masses of human beings, He was not inflexible. He was 
very much alive to the necessit ies of the moment and he adapted himself to 
changing circumstances. But all these adaptations were secondary matters. In 
regard to the basic things he was inflexible and firm as a rock .4 

Leaders like Gandhi and Nehru had the capacity both 'to strike 
together' and 'Jo I1larcl1 alone'. In a sense, Nehru's task was far 
more difficult than .that confronting Gandhi; the freedom struggle 
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aroused the best in the Indian people and provided a social context 
fa vourable to the release of the impulses of ideal ism, sacrifice and 
selflessness; in contrast, the developmental challenge following free
dom appealed not so much to the higher side of hUQ1an nature 
as to its stronger (or baser) side. 

While making these introductory observations I am deliberately 
drawing attention to Gandhi 's and Nehru 's qualities of leadership, 
and emphasizing · the import~lllce of the moral element in leader
ship, which seems glaringly absent in present-day India. A passage 
from Balzac, whose writings mirrored the moral crisis following the 
rise of commercialism and the decay of the mediaeval social 'order 
in Western Europe, aptly captures the basic I ndian malaise today . 
His nostalgic reference to 'magnificent figures of integrity' , whom 
one needs very much, but cannot find, brings before Ollr mind's 
eye the figure of Gandhi. To quote: 

So men lapse, by a succession of compromises with evil' of tha t kind , into a 
lax moral state which is characteristic of this epoch. Today one meets more 
rarely than in any previous age with those firmly-based unyielding men who 
stand/ollr-square against temptation, to whom the slightest deviation from the 
straight line of rectitude amollnts to crime, sllch magnifi::ent figllres 0/ integrity 
as have inspired two masterpieces, Moliere's Alceste and, in our own day, 
Jeani Deans and her father in Walter Scott's novel. Perhaps a work of the 
converse kind depicting the devious paths into which a man of the world, a 
man of ambition, forces his conscience as he tries to sail close to the wind 
to reach his end while keeping up appearances, would be not less fine, nor 
less dramatic. s . 

Gandhi and Nehru both held the view that the challenge of 
building a new socie ty was far more formidable than that of over
throwing foreign rule; the effort required for this unfinished task 
was of a qualitatively different kind than that required to win 
political freedom. Why was the challenge of building a new society 
a more difficult one? We find an answer to this question in the 
writings and speeches of Gandhi and Nehru. 

According to them , in the course of the nationalist struggle 
India faced an external enemy, and then the joy of struggle was 
its own reward. But when we fight for an economic 9r a social re
volution, we are struggling, as it were, with a farge part of our
selves. We are trying to remake ourselves, to' change our habits, our 
attitudes, our ways of life inherited from the old society. We are 
now called upon to overcome the weaknesses .that we have imbibed 
as a result of centuries of stagnation and slavery. This new kind of 
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war is far more exacting than a national war or a war of national 
consolidation. For this war we need leaders who have some of the 
basic qualities of Gandhi and Nehru. No doubt we have to outgrow 
Our old leaders in various fields, as a child outgrows his parents. 
But the moral aspect of the leadership of Gandhi, and Nehru has to 
be re-affirmed more earnestly and urgently today than ever before. 

This question of following the example of Gandhi and Nehru 
and drawing lessons from their lives requires a discriminating 
attitude. It requires the courage to reject what has become obsolete 
and the humility to preserve and carry forward what is still living 
and relevant. 

I would like to emphasize here that a large part of what has 
come to be known as Gandhism is the very negation of the spirit 
of Gandhi's teachings. Similarly a large part of what has come to 
be known as Nehruism is the negation of the 'spirit of Nehru's 
teachings. Much of what passes for Gandhism or Nehruism is not 
based on t,he dynamic quality of their thought and practice but on 
its obsolete aspects. Even the greatest leaders or personalities are 
historically conditioned and circumscribed, responding to the 
challenges of their times. Qualitatively new responses are required 
to meet the chaIJenges posed by the new period. Thus, the living 
elements of the legacy of Gandhi and Nehru have to be separated 
from those which are of no significance today. It would be tragic 
if we substituted a deified Gandhi for a living Gandhi, and if we 
repudiated his spirit but paid lip-service to his teachings. India has 
a long tradition of rejecting the ideas of a series of prophets, but 
of converting them, nevertheless, into deities entitled to formal 
worship. It would be much better to consciously reject Gandhism 
after serious appraisal, than to present a false appearance of 
following Gandhi. 

A very subtle way of denigrating Gandhi is to posit that 
Nehruism is a repudiation of Gandhi . It is my belief, however, that 
Nehru was perhaps one of the best disciples of Gandhi produced 
by India. It is impossible to separate the study of Gandhi from 
one of Nehru. They were together in the freedom struggle and they 
stood together in the struggle for a new society. It is as impossible 
to imagine a resurgent India without Gandhi, as it is to imagine 
a new India without Nehru, The two together, and in continuous 

, mental and spiritual interaction with each other; imparta historical 
,grandeur, a depth and completeness to India's struggle for a new 
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society. Even when Gandhi was no more, Nehru did not ceasl' to 
interact mentally and spiritually with Gandhi's legacy. In fact, 
Nehru's perception of the vital elements of Gandhi 's legacy was 
sharpened after Gandhi's death. 

I would like to substantiate this point with reference to history. 
Economic and social historians have often discussed the signifi· 
cance of the great 'Industrialization Debate', the great battle of 
ideas which preceded and accompanied the rise of a 'new society in 
Russia, But seldom in our centres of learning do we study the 
great 'Development Debate' from Rammohun Roy to lawaharlal 
Nehru. There was, in particular, a great debate between Gandhi, 
Tagore and Nehru on major questions relating to the western im
pact and the type of society suited to India. It was a major and 
meaningful dialogue on the perspective of a new society. The vision 
of a new India was the product of this creative interaction between 
the intellectual and cultural giants of that age. This vision, which 
became a part of national consciousness, was neither wholly 
Gandhian nor wholly Nehruvian, nor can it be ascribed wholly to 
the thought of Rabindranath Tagore. Nehru's thinking on eco
nomic and social questions became less theoretical, and more con
scious of the concrete Indian situation, as a result of interaction 
with Gandhi and Tagore; while Gandhi's thoughts on economic 
and social development bear the imprint of his dialogue with 
Tagore and Nehru. 

Thus, each one of these giants provided a corrective to the other. 
Consider, for instance, Gandhi's intensely religious tone, his reli
ance on his inner voice, his anti-w'esternism, his constant appeal 
to Indian traditions, and his numerous idiosyncrasies. Carried to 
their logical conclusion, without the powerful corrective from some
one like Tagore or Nehru, this ideology would have led to the 
emergence of the cult of the Messiah and to Gandhi's elevation 
into a miracle working saint, reminiscent of the Middle Ages. But 
for the sharp intellectual thrust from lawaharlal Nehru; these 
ideas would also have given free play to the forces of mysticism 
and irrationalism in Indian politics. If Gandhism had been left to 
the interpretation of lesser men claiming to be true followers of 
Gandhi, some of the secondary aspects of Gandhi's thought and 
practice would have acquired exaggerated prominence, and might 
have been us.ed on an extensive scale to rationalize hypocrisy, 
empty moralizing, sectarianism and blind anti-western ism. And' 
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here Nehru provides a powerful corrective. Especially noteworthy 
was his insistence on an intellectual rather than a mystical approach 
to social problems, his distinction between the universal elements 
of western civilization aqd its aberrations, and his plea to look 
ahead rather than behind us. It is to Nehru's credit that he reinter
preted the vital elements of Gandhi's message to India and the world 
in terms of concepts and categories which could be understood by 
the modern intelligentsia in India and outside. Without Nehru, 
Gandhi's message may have run the risk of being distorted and 
even vulgarized by ardent adherents eager to create a Gandhi cult. 
Without Nehru, Gandhi would have had no interpreter of his 
message in the modern idiom to the modern world. 

On tlie other hand, without Gandhi's impact, Nehru would have 
been as unaware of the permanent elements of Indian civiliza
tion and as much of a stranger to India's village-dwelling peasant 
masses as were the rootless modernists and radicals from the urban 
intelligentsia. It was Gandhi's impact which set Nehru on the path 
of The Discovery of India through an exploration of Indian history 
and tradition and through direct contact with the Indian people 
in different parts of India. Nehru's later writings and speeches are 
marked by a synthesizing quality, a catholicity and a deep love 
and respect for the Indian people. Here is a Nehru qualitatively 
different from the Nehru of the Autobiography with his pronounc
ed romanticism, his impetuosity and his deep individualism. 

One can discern in Nehru's inner transformation the quiet, pro
found and pervasive influence of Gandhi. It was Gandhi who was 
mainly responsible for Nehru's psychological transforrilation from 
an ivory-tower intellectual irHo· a mass leader. The credit for 
Nehru's de-westernization or his Indianization, in the best sense of 
the term, should also go to Gandhi. 

This process, by which each influenced, or was influenced by, 
the otber, is illustrated, for example, in Hind Swaraj, the book 
which presents Gandhi's world-view in its pristine purity. By juxta
posing Gandhi's original point of view with the conceptions which 
evolved and crystallized in the last period of his life, we would dis
cern a softening of the sharply negative approach to modernization 
as presented in Hind Swaraj. The mature view that emerges from 
Gandhi's speeches and writings is quite differen t ftom the position 
which he first took in Hind Swaraj. True, Gandhi continued to 
emphasize that his position ,on th e question of modernization 
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remained unaltered; that he even regarded modernization as an 
evil. But any impartial student of Gandhi's thought can discern 
that Gandhi showed considerable flexibility in accepting such ingre
dients of modern civilization as he thought were helpfu( for man
kind and beneficial for the masses. Gandhi's continuous dialogue 
with Tagore and Nehru was one of the reasons for this realistic 
approach which he showed in the later period. Their influence led 
him to combine a kind of unyielding fundamentalism on the ideo
logical plane with a resilient realism on the practical one. 

Similarly, in Nehru 's Autobiography, we find a trenchant critic 
of Gandhi ' s 'paradoxes', and his backward-looking world-view. 
But in his later writings and speeches Nehru adopts a more posi
tive attitude to Gandhi. He re-discovers the relevance of many of 
Gandhi's basic ideas and insights to the Indian situation. It would 
be wrong, therefore, to treat Gandhi and Nehru as fixed and 
static in their outlook and perceptions. It would be absurd to 
think that these leaders, who moulded the thought and practice of 
millions of men and women for half a century and more, were like 
immutable idols of stone. . 

The more one studies their lives the more does one discover that 
each was continuously growing and evolving. Gandhi never ceased 
to grow as an individual and as a leader. The same was true of 
Nehru. Moreover, their lives were full of compromises, contradic
tions and inconsistencies. They were men of flesh and blood, with 
passions, prejudices and interests. They showed tact, the healing 
touch and sense of humour required in dealing with an infinite 
variety of human problems in a changing society. They did not 
impose their own concepts on the Indian people in a mechanical, 
arbitrary and authoritarian way. Their own philosophy of life was 
continuously enriched and remoulded by their direct contact with 
the people and with events. It is extremely risky, therefore, to base 
one's attempt to understand their world-view merely on a study 
of their writings and speeches. The evolution of their ideas has to 
be related to their involvement in problems of individual and 
social living. It is for this reason that Gandhi warned N. K. Bose 
not to rely exclusively on his writings for an insight into his 
thought and practice. He asked Bose to live with him for some 
years, to see him at work and to share his experience of living, if 
he was earnest about seeking an understanding of Gandhism. 
Through this approach, the understanding of Gandhi was bound 
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to be vastly different from one derived from studying him at a 
distance f.rom his writings. Bose told me how this direct contact 
with Gandhi gave him a deeper understanding of him than had been 
possible earlier by studying his writings. By staying and working 
with him as a member of his team, Bose rediscovered his intensely 
human quality on the one hand and his dynamic quality on the 
other. He found that the secret of Gandhi's greatness lay not in tQe 
absence of human failings and foibles, but in his inner restlessness, 
ceaseless striving and intense involvement in the problems of man
kind. He was not a slave to ideas and concepts. On the contrary, 
ideas and concepts were for him aids in grappling with human 
problems, and were to be reconsidered if they did not work. 

This leads me to the broad generalization that Gandhi and 
Nehru originally represented two divergent responses to the chal
lenge of the industrial society, the challenge of western civi lization 
on the economic, social and cultural planes. Nehru's contribution 
lay in wholeheartedly welcoming the industrial civilization and in 
linking Indian nationalism with the perspective of India's trans
formation into an industrial society. We must remember that there 
was a powerful traditionalist ideology in India which was inclined 
to turn anti-colonialism into a wholesale denigration of western, 
industrial civilization. Nehru's historical role lay in emphasizing 
the distinction between 'two Englands-the England of Shakespeare 
and Milton, of political revolution and constitutional liberties for 
freedom, of science and technica 1 progress; and the England of the 
savage penal code and brutal behaviour, of entrenched feudalism 
and reaction. '6 Nehru called for a fight against the 'wrong 
England', but insisted that India must learn from the . 'right 
England' that had maGe a great contribution to human civiliza
tion. 

Nehru argued that India had succumbed to British colonialism 
because she had lagged behind in the race for material progress. 
As a result of her 'inner weaknesses' India failed to · make a transi
tion to the industrial age. The industrial revolution which western 
Europe experienced in the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries 
passed India by. Hence colonialism in India had to be fought not 
only on the political plane, but also in the economic sphere. An 
industrialized India alone could make a decisive break from the 
,colonial past. This firm commitm ustrialization distin
guishes Nehru from Gandhi. In contrast, the Mahatma emerged 
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as the staunchest critic of industrialism and the most consistent 
advocate of values of India's pre-industrial civilization. But to 
regard the Mahatma as the apostle of anti-industrialism only is to 
ignore the complexity of his role in Indian history. 

We must make a distinction between Gandhi's fundamental 
value-commitments on the one hand and the consequences of the 
forces 'released by him through his anti-colonia lism on the other. 
Such is the paradox of history that the apostle of anti-industrialism 
was historically conditioned to play the role of a creator of certain 
essential conditions of industrialism, a role which had no sanction 
in his own philosophical orientation. How is this 'paradox' to be 
explained? H~w can Gandhi be regarded as a conscious opponent 
of industrialism and its unconscious promoter at the same time? 

The first thing to note is that both Gandhi and Nehru were 
leaders of a national revolution which culminated in the emergence 
of a national consciousness on the one hand and a nation-state on 
the other. The consolidation and strengthening of a national cons
ciousness and a nation-state usually leads in the direction of an 
industrial revolution; for without an industrial revolution the 
national consciousness does not have economic substance, and 
without industrial strength the newly formed nation-state is neither 
strong nor secure in the modern world. Thus, by playing the most 
important part in achieving national co~sciousness and a nation
state, Gandhi helped to create the two most important instruments 
for accelerating an industrial revolution in a backward country. It 
is in this sense that Gandhi acted as an 'unconscious tool of 
history'. It was given to Nehru to utilize these i~struments
national consciousness and a nation-state-when initiating the 
process of planned industrialization. Gandhi' s role was crucial in 
awakening the most dormant and stagnant sector of Indian 
society, viz., the Indian village. By drawing the villager into the 
mainstream of national awakening, Gandhi played a unique role 
in Indian history. Without the awakening of rural India under 
Gandhi's leadership, the economic growth and social development 
which followed India's achievement of political freedom would 
have been inconceivable. 

Gandhi's unintended contribution to the growth of an industrial 

j/society in India can be better understood if we take into account his 
critique of the colonial model of modernization on the one hand and 
his indictment of the evils of traditionalism on the other. Gandhi 
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thus initiated not only an anti-colonial, socio-cultural revolution,) 
but was also at the head of a Reformation movement within Hindu 
society. 

As far as anti-colonialism on the social and cultural planes is 
concerned, Gandhi's Hind Swaraj should be treated as an attack 
on the colonial model of modernization rather than on the basic 
ideals and values of western civilization. It should be noted that 
early nationalists like Dadabhai Naoroji, R. C. Dutt, and M. G. 
Ranade had shown a keen perception of the economic consequences 
of India's transformation into a colony, that is to say, into an 
agricultural hinterland of the British Empire. Later, Nehru enrich
ed this understanding of econofnic colonialism by drawing upon 
the Leninist critique of imperialism. But it was Gandhi who show
ed an unerring insight into the colonial social superstructure and 
its role in buttressing economic exploitation. Gandhi understood 
that the economic aspects of colonialism would not be so disas
trous for the people of the country if they were not sustained by a 
pernicious and corrosive superstructure. The important ingredients 
of this superstructure identified by Gandhi were a denationalized 
intelligentsia, a parasitic business class and an authoritarian and 
anti-people, colonial state. These acted as intermediaries between 
the colonial empire and the common people and as the indigenous 
agents of foreign oppression and exploitation. Gandhi criticized 
these social and cultural bulwarks of colonial rule, showing how 
the intelligentsia, which was the product of Anglo-Saxon educa
tion, became denationalized by its pseudo-western ways. It pro ... 
duced paraSitic-social groups like lawyers and the sahibs and babus 
of the colonial regime. He showed how the urban business classes 
were mostly commission-agents of the British, operating for the 
interests of the empire and against the interests of the native people. 
He also exposed the top-heavy, extravagant and 'Satanic' nature 
of the colonial bureaucracy and the absence of any organic relation
ship between this bureaucracy and the Indian people. 

Gandhi's approach, however, was not merely negative. He offer
ed a positive ideological perspective by which the intelligentsia, 
the business class and the bureaucracy could be remoulded. No 
doubt, his perspective suffered from one-sidedness in so far as he 
put the main emphasis on transforming the consciousness of the 
people rather than on altering the structure of property and power. 
His programme included: teaching in the mother tongu.e, the reno-
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vation and reorientation of education, the decentralization of 
power, the concepts of voluntary poverty and of bread labour, the 
elimination of unearned property incomes, the subordination of 
individual to colIective interests and to service of daridranarayal1, 
etc.-ideas and practices which involved breaking away from the 
exploitative, parasitical and elitist mentality of the colonial period, 
and creating a qualitative transformation of the human element. 
Gandhi's primary concern was to create human agents for national 
development and social revolution, by remoulding those values and 
attitudes which the Indian people had imbibed from the oppressive 
colonial regime on the one hand, and the moribund traditional 
social structure on the other. Gandhi attached far less importance 
to preaching than to practice as a method of changing social con
sciousness. He preferred to lead the way by dint of his personal 
example rather than impose a moral revolution on them from the 
outside. His insistence on labour (especiall y manual labour), as the 
basis of a moral life, brings him very close to the Marxist view of 
morality. To quote Mao: 'Man is moral so long as he is working. '7 

Gandhi belonged to the line of Hindu reformers who have time 
and again rejuvenated Hinduism from within, and thus saved it 
from inner decay and ossification. He 'was a rebeJ who showed that 
life had outgrown the rigid shell of Brahmanical customs and 
practices. This shelI, therefore, had to be discarded . Gandhi thus 
emerged as the leader of a revolution both among the elite and 
among the Hindu masses. At the elite level, he initiated a move
ment against the hiatus between the elite and the masses, seeking 
to' reintegrate the two on a new basis. He questioned obsolete and 
opp"ressive social customs and practices, such as the division bet
ween high and low castes, the elaborate ritualism and unashamed 
parasiti'srp of the high castes, and their practic~ of untouchability. 
He tried to revolutionize elite consciousness by his concept of a 
self-denying but life-affirming individual, by his ideas of 'volun
tary poverty' and 'non-possession', by his calI for dedication to 
swarajya and to the service of daridranarayan. Equally important 
was his appeal to the masses not to co-operate with exploitative 
and oppressive social institutions and practices, and to cultivate a 
conscious~ess of their dignity and power: Gandhi called for a 
conscious break from the outlook of passive resignation. 

If Gandhi sought to promote an anti-parasitical orientation and 
a this-worldly puritanical ethic at the elite level, be became an agent 
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of an anti-fatalistic consciousness at the level of the masses. Pu II ing 
the masses out of their age-old ignorance, apathy and passivity, he 
created new stirrings of life among them. By attacking tradition
alism at its very roots, he became a far more powerful modernizer of 
Indian society than thousands of modernists who had dismissed him 
as a traditionalist. To put it differently, Gandhi emerged as a great 
social reformer and innovator trying to revolutionize tradition from 
within, to re-interpret it and to develop it so as to suit the needs 
and demands of the modern age. His approach was at once defen
sive (i.e. conservative), and dynamic. He sought to uphold and 
conserve tradition against the onslaught of western ism, and in this 
sense, was a conservative. But this conservatism was the conserva
tism of one who was seeking to preserve the continuity of the vital 
elements of trad ition. A t the same ti me, by recognizing that tradition 
had to pass through a process of internal reform and rectification, 
he succeeded in reducing the gulf between tradition and modernity. 

It appears that two processes were at work simultaneously ' in 
India-the process of reform within tradition to suitJhe needs of 
the modern age on the one hand, and the re-interpretation of mo
dernity to suit India's needs and conditions on the other. While 
Gandhi was at the head of the first type of movement, Nehru played 
an outstanding role in the second type. Both were, therefore, the 
gre_at brigge-builders between tradition and modernity in India. 

In order to appreciate the significance of Gandhi's reformation 
as a bridge between tradition and modernity, it is necessary to un
derstand the social background of Gandhi's emergence on the 
Indian scene. The character of the Hindu elite during the colonial 
period following the 1857 Mutiny exhibited the fwo divergent ten
dencies of orgies of self-indulgence on the one hand, and of life
negating asceticism on the other. Both these tendencies gradually 
created a wide chasm between the pursuits of the elite and the 
inevitable demands of the less privileged. Gandhi's reformation 
redefines the concept of a good life and condemns self-indulgence 
at the expense of the people as parasitical, and, therefore, as 
amoral. It rejects the sanyasin's self-mortification as an escape from 
social demands and obligations. In the first case a revolution is 
effected by identifying the good life with a life of labour, of volun
tary poverty and service to the country and its people. In the second 
case the other-worldly asceticism is made socially purposeful and 
life ·affirming by the concept of the karmayogin who does not re-
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of an anti-fatalistic consciousness at the level of the masses. P u II ing 
the masses out of their age-old ignorance, apathy and passivity, he 
created new stirrings of life among them. By attacking tradition
alism at its very roots, he became a far more powerful modernizer of 
Indian society than tbo'Usands of modernists who bad dismissed him 
as a traditionalist. To put it different ly, Gandhi emerged as a great 
social reformer and innovator trying to revolutionize tradition from 
within, to re-interpret it and to develop it so as to suit the needs 
and demands of the modern age. His approach was at once defen
sive (i.e. conservative), and dynamic. He sought to uphold and 
conserve tradition against the onslaught of western ism, and in tbis 
sense, was a conservative . But this conservat ism was the conserva
tism of one who was seeking to preserve the continuity of the vital 
elements of tradition. At the same time, by recognizing that tradition 
had to pass through a process of internal reform and rectification, 
he succeeded in reducing the gulf between tradition and modernity. 

It appears that two processes were at work simultaneously ' in 
India-the process of reform within tradition to suit the needs of 
the modern age on the one hand, and the re-interpretation of mo
dernity to suit India's needs and conditions on the other. While 
Gandhi was at the head of the first type of movement, Nebru played 
an outstanding role in the second type. Both were, therefore, the 
great briqge-builders between tradition and modernity in India. 

In order to appreciate the significance of Gandhi's reformation 
as a bridge between tradition and modernity, it is necessary to un
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nounce social responsibility but fulfils it in a spirit of renunciation .• 
We may recall tbat the fruit of industrialism in the west and else-. 
where was bhog (or fu1\ satisfaction of ma terial appetites), but the 
seed of industr ialism in all cases was yoga (i.e. work, tireless 
work, but with renunciation, or sublimation of material appetites). 
The Gandhian reformation with its concept of an elite engaged in 
tireless work in a spirit of renunciation had a basic affinity with 
historical movements which threw up the Puritans and the Bolshe
viks as the architects of industrial society. Why the Gandhian re
formation fa iled to throw up its own variety of Puritans as the 
architects of an industrial society in India is beyond the scope of 
this articl e. However, I believe that theGandhianconcept undoubt
ed ly em bodies an untapped spiritual potential for sustaining an 
industrial revolution in India. In other words, there appears to be 
an inner contradiction within Gandhism-its rejection of the indus
trial society at the ideological level, but its profound support for a 
revolution within Hinduism, which is a potential stimulant to an 
industrial revolution. 

We shall now elaborate on a point briefly made earlier: Nehru's 
role in Indianizing the concept of modernity or in creatively re
interpreting the concept of modernity keeping India's specificities 
fully in view. Nehru's contribution can be fully appreciated if we 
remember that many of bis eminent predecessors had tended to 
equate modernization with westernization. Their view of moderni
zation was imitative and mechanical, involving the mechanical 
transfer of the values, institutions and technologies of the west to 
Asian countries. 

Gandhi's reaction to modernization was partly, if not wholly, a 
response to th is thoughtless, imitative approach to the Indian pro
blem adopted by west-oriented modernists . 'My resistance to 
Western civilization,' he observed in 1927, 'is really a resistance to 
its indiscriminate and thoughtless imitation based on the assump
tion that Asiatics are fit only to copy everything that comes from 
the West.,8 He himself, however, could not effectively meet the 
challenge of the westernizers because he seemed to throw out the 
baby with the bath-water. He tried to meet the threat of westerni
zation by opposing modernization itself. It was JawaharIal Nehru 
who effectively met the modernists on their own ground by adopting 
a creative approach towards modernization. Nehru made a distinc
tion between three distinct meanings of the term 'modernization'. 
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In the first sense, modern ization can ~e defined in terms of the 
basic ideals and values of the modern age or in terms of a world
view which first originated in a comprehensive form in the west 
and later spread to other parts of the world. The essential ingre
dients of such a world-view are such elements as commitment to 
equality, liberty and humanism; a positive valuation of science and 
its practical application to nature and society with a view to 
mastering the problems of ignorance, hunger, disease and natural 
calamities; respect for work, enterprise, and methodical regulation 
of life as the attributes of an industrial civilization. 

In the second sense, modernization refers to those ideological, 
technological and institutional forms which emerged in western 
countries in the process of transition from a pre-industrial to an 
industrial society. Thus, individualism on the ideological plane, 
labour-saving technology, capitalist enterprise, and urbanization 
on the economic plane, and parliamentary democracy and the wel
fare state on the socio-political plane, represented the western 
road to modernization. The western road also included imposition 
of colonialism on vast, primarily non-western regions of the world. 

In the third sense, modernization denotes the ideological and insti
tutional changes which emerge under the impact of direct or indirect 
dominance of western powers over Asian countries. The colonial 
pattern of modernization thus needs to be identified as a distinct 
pattern . It was qualitatively different from the western model. 
What is more significant is that it contradicted the basic spirit of 
modernization as embodied in the first sense of the word. By up
setting the old socio-economic pattern and without creating a new 
one, it led people to equate modernization with destruction, with
out construction. It thus discredited the idea of modernization 
itself. 

Nehru introduced clearer thinking on the question of modernity, 
versus tradition, and made some fundamental points which deserve 
special attention. He reiterated the deep inner crisis of western 
liberalism and emphasized that problems of the twentieth century 
could not be tackled with the tools provided by nineteenth century 
liberal thought. He tirelessly showed how liberalism failed to either 
explain or resolve two major social contradictions of western civi
lization. The first was the wide gap between its profession of equa
lity and its practice of inequality. Though committed to equality 
between nations and between individuals and groups within 
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nations, in practice it tolerated colonial domination over non
white peoples and racial and class inequality within western socie
ties themselves. 

The second was the contradiction between the forces thrown up 
by the scientific and technological revolution and obsolete social 
institutions. The productive forces released by science and techno
logy were in conflict with the institution of private property and 
the idea of laissez-faire. These produced scarcity in the midst of 
plenty, mass poverty in the midst of elite prosperity . 

By drawing attention to the inner contradiction of classicallibe
ralism, Nehru pointed to the necessity of an inner revolution with
in liberalism to suit the needs of India in the twentieth century. 
Nehru's concepts of an open society, secularism, democracy and 
sociali sm in the context of India evolved as a result of this view of 
nineteenth century liberalism. 

The next important theoretical advance was Nehru's attempt to 
meet the challenge posed by Marxism as a rival to liberal thought 
in the second half of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth 
century. Nehru drew abundantly upon Marxism and Leninism for 
his critique of the basic premises of classical liberalism. He drew 
especially upon Marx ' s conceptions o f historical materiali sm a nd 
class struggle and on Lenin's conception of imperjalism, to reveal 
the inner contradictions of liberal thought and the capitalist struc
ture of western society. From the vantage point of Marxism, 
Nehru was able to look beyond nineteenth-century liberalism in 
general and capitalism in particular. He thus saw very clearly the 
futility of repeating the course of western h istory in the Third 
World. He emphasized the need for a new ideological basis for the 
changing societies in Asia. He interpreted the emergence of Soviet 
civilization as a clear break from nineteenth-century liberalism, 
and as part of the search for a new type of social order based on 
economic and social justice. At the same time Nehru could not 
identify himself with the violence, civil war and severe restrictions 
on liberty which beca me associated with the Stalinist alternative 
to western liberalism. 

Nehru's approach is thus marked by a clear demarcation both 
from nineteenth century liberalism with its negation of equality and 
the early twentieth century Russian experiment in socialism with 
its association with violence and denial of liberty . The historical 
significance of Nehru's vision for India lies in his bold attempt to 



Gandhi and Nehru: The Chalienge of a New Society 49 

overcome the schism characterizing western civilization and to 
harmonize liberty with justice on the one hand and social revolu
tion with non-violence on the other. A synthesis of the vital ele
ments of liberalism with those of Marxism thus embodied an im-, 
portant aspect of Nehru's creative approach to modernity. 

Finally, Nehru needs to be remembered for his attempt to make 
creative use of Gandhi's critique of modernization. Nehru did not 
reject mechanization as Gandhi had done, but he incorporated 
some of the latter's thought to evolve an Indian variant of the 
modern, industrial society. For instance, Nehru rejected Gandhi's 
backward looking ruralism, but recognized the role of rural develop
ment, of labour-intensive technology, and of small and cottage in
dustries in a village-based, labour-surplus and mass poor Indian 
economy. Nehru also shared Gandhi's revulsion against elitist 
affluence. Without rejecting the concept of economic progress, 
Nehru sought to interpret economic progress as a war on mass 
poverty. 

After discussing the role of Gandhi as the reformer of tradition 
and of Nehru as the creative interpreter of modernity, let us con
clude by touching upon the most important question. Where did 
Gandhi and Nehru go wrong? Where, especially, did Nehru, who 
was at the centre of activity for more than a decade and a half after 
Gandhi passed away, go wrong? 

Nehru's chief inadequacy lay not in his faulty vision, but in his 
failure to create new instruments with which to implement the pro
grammes of national development and social change. The social 
force which was created in quest of freedom proved grossly inade
quate for the transformation and development of a big country and 
its vast masses. Nehru failed to create a new social force capable 
of bringing about a social revolution and economic transformation. 
This constitutes perhaps the weakest spot in the Nehru legacy for 
India. And it is the challenge facing the present generation in India 
who are the inheritors of the Gandhi-Nehru legacy to address them
selves to this historic task. 
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THE NEHRU-GANDHI POLARITY 

AND ECONOMIC POLICY 

RAJ KRISHNA 

It seems from the continuing debate on economic policy in India 
that people are trying to find answers to every current economic 
question either in the Gandhi corpus or in the Nehru corpus. In 
the process, they have set up a Gandhi versus Nehru polarity. 

Unfortunately, we shall never find all the practical answers we 
need in the Gandhi-Nehru system of thought. The two leaders asked 
all the important questions; and they offered some answers at the 
conceptual level. But in an important sense concrete answers to 
most of their questions are still to be found . The present generation 
cannot escape the burden of finding the answers for itself. It can
not take shelter in the texts. The texts have some pointers but no 
final , ready-made solutions. 

Most issues of economic policy in India involve the determina
tion of right proportions in which different forms of investment 
and different forms of organization may be combined. For instance, 
there is the perennial question of combining (a) agricultural and 
industrial investment, and (b) heavy, light . and small industry in
vestment in the right proportions, as al~o the eternal issue of the 
proper mixing of Statist, capitalist, co-operative and mixed forms 
of ownership and organization. Choices between alternative pro
portions in which these different forms may be combined are often 
presented as choices between extreme forms. And Nehru and 
Gandhi are represented as preferring one extreme or the other. But 
a study of their thoughts on specific issues shows that these repre
sentations are unfair and untrue. In most instances the two leaders 
were, in effect, arguing about proportions and not choosing ex
tremes. There were, to be sure, differences of emphasis between 
them but a sharp Nehru-Gandhi polarity in the whole field of eco-
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nomic policy is a fiction. The sharper differences related only to 
two or three areas where Gandhi's strong religious orientation and 
Nehru's strong Fabian orientation had a direct effect. 

In his lifetime Nehru's chronic eclecticism was a notorious joke 
in the universities. He would seldom advocate anything without 
adding the 'but' clause ' to recognize the merit of the other options
either in the same speech or on other occasions. This eclecticism 
can only be interpreted as an intuitive awareness that the problem 
in hand did not require the exclusive choice of anyone alternative 
but a combination of many options. 

On the question of agricultural versus industrial investment, for 
example, we find Nehru saying at the World Agriculture Fair in 
1960: 

Through these thousands of years it is mother earth that has sustained 
us ... agriculture is of primary significance .... 1 

On other occasions he stressed the vital role of agricultural growth 
for industrialization and defence: 

In an agricultural country like India ... agriculture itself has to playa vital 
and basic part ... to support industrial development.2 

... agriculture is highly important. How can a c('untry fight when it is 
lacking in food?3 

But then he would also emphasize the importance of heavy in
dustry: 

We want heavy industry because without it we can never really be an inde
pendent country.4 
The progress of industrialization will be a great factor in the defence of the 
country.5 

The big and powerful countries of the world are the countries which have in
dustrialized themselves and thereby gained strength, whether for war or for 
peaceful progress . . .. The test of real strength is how much steel you pro
duce, how much power you produce and use. 6 

Within the industrial sector, however, he wanted all kinds of 
industries, and not only heavy industry, to grow. As he said at 
Avadi in 1955: 

... in planning we have to balance heavy industry, village industry and 
cottage industry. 7 

This thought keeps re-appearing in his speeches. Therefore it would 
be grossly unfair to argue that he was a mere industrializer or a 
heavy-industry fanatic. But he was not a technocrat, nor an econo
mist. He could not himself compute the balanced rates of gro~th 
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of investment and output in different sectors. These could only be 
determined by the Planning Commission. As a leader, he could 
only ask for the simultaneous developPlent of all sectors. 

Gandhi, too, was no economist computing the allocation of invest
ment, but his passionate commitment to 'the revival of the village' 
was balanced by a recognition of the necessity for industry, though 
this industry was to be located mainly in the villages: 

If every village begins to produce its own cloth, its strength will greatly be 
enhanced. But to achieve that we don't want to close down the textile facto
ries by legislation.8 

Thus he did not want all mills to disappear. He did not even want 
cities to disappear; he only wanted a non-exploitative relationship 
between cities and villages: 

It is only when the cities realise the duty of making an adequate return to 
the villages for the strength and sustenance which they derive from them. 
instead of selfishly exploiting them, that a healthy and moral relationship 
between the two will spring up. 9 

What is more, Gandhi explicitly recognized the need for heavy 
industries and modern machinery. But he wanted them to be chosen 
and organized so that (a) they would not concentrate power; 
(b) they would not displace labour; and (c) they would subserve 
rather than supplant village industry. 

I do visualise electricity, ship-building, ironworks, machine-making and the 
like existing side by side with village handicrafts. But the order of depen
dence will be reversed. Hitherto the industrialization has been so planned as 
to destroy the villages and village crafts. In the State of the future it will sub
serve the villages and their craft. 10 

Now that we know the use of steam and electricity. we should be able to use 
them .. . . 11 

I have no quarrel with steamships and telegraphs. 12 

. .. there would have to be a factory for making these Singer Sewing 
Machines. and it would have to contain power-driven machinery of ordinary 
type:13 

Machinery has its place .... But it must not be allowed to displace neces
sary human labour.l4 

. .. there would be no objection to villagers using even the modern machines 
and tools . .. . Only they should not be used as a means of exploitation of 
others. IS 

I am aiming, not at eradication of all machinery, but limitation. 16 

These views of Gandhi and Nehru on the agriculture-industry 
dichotomy, and related issues, clearly show that, while stressing the 
need for heavy industry, Nehru wanted light and village industries 
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to grow at the same time; and, while asking for growth in village 
industry, Gandhi recognized the need for heavy industries and 
modern techniques, provided that they stood the appropriate tests 
of soci~l desirability. Thus they both wanted a combination of 
various industries, unit sizes, techniques and locations, and left to 
technicians the task of working out the proportions in which they 
were to be combined, keeping in view the basic human values to 
which they were both committed. Both were pluralists; and the 
adoption of any extremiSt position in their name would be alien to 
their basic ethos. 

With regard to the private sector-public sector polarity we again 
discover a similar dualist position held by the two leaders. Nehru's 
position is reflected in the following passages: 

All basic industries should be State owned completely, while the medium and 
the small industries should be co-operatively owned. That can only be a 
gradual process. Meanwhile private enterprise should have scope. If you 
allow any enterprise to function, then you should give it adequate scope. 17 

· .. at the present stage in India the private sector has a very important task 
to fulfil, provided always that it works within the confines laid down, and 
provided always that it does not lead to the creation of monopolies and other 
evils that the accumulation of wealth gives rise to. 18 

· .. persons who believe in a socialist pattern must believe in the public sec
tor growing all the time. But it does not necessarily mean that the private 
sector is eliminated even at a much later stage. 19 

We can see that the inevitable 'but' is there. The famous Industrial 
Policy Resolution of 1948, which Nehru sponsored, was clearly bas
ed on the mixed-economy philosophy of reserving some key sectors 
for the State and leaving the rest free for private enterprise: 

We have in our Industrial Policy Resolution laid down a broad approach of 
what is called a 'mixed economy' which combines public enterprises and 
private enterprises. We put industrial undertakings in three categories. The 
first category is mainly of public enterprises reserved for the State ; the se- • 
cond consists of those industries which are broadly private enterprises or 
those which may be public or which may be private; and the third consists 
of those industries which are in the main private enterprises. Of course these 
distinctions are not rigid. There are no hard and fast lines.2o 

Gandhi also believed in the 'mixed economy' though he did not 
us~ the phrase: 

The heavy machinery for work of public utility . .. would be owned by the 
State .... 21 

· .. the village communities or the State would own power houses ... 22 
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· .. the means of production of elementary necessities of life remain in the 
control of the masses.23 

As far as possible every activity will be conducted on a co-operative basis.24 

Not only did he accept private ownership, but at one point he held 
that 

· .. the violence of private ownership is less injurious than the violence of 
the State.25 

But he wanted property-owners to become trustees using their sur
p~s for society: 

The rich man will be left in possession of his wealth, of which he will use 
what he reasonably requires for his personal needs and will act as a trustee 
for the remainder to be used for the society.26 

In the case of forms of production, then, not only were the two 
leaders pluralists but they wanted similar types of industries to be 
operated by the State and the private/co-operative sectors. 

There are at least five other themes on which the thinking of the 
two leaders complemented each other. First, they shared an abso
lute commitment to the democratic method in the realization of 
economic objectives. Jawaharlal Nehru considered democratic and 
non-democratic varieties of socialism time and again but he cons
ciously rejected the non-democratic options-often on the strength 
of Gandhi's statements. The following statements are typical: 

I ... am a convinced socialist and a believer in democracy, and have, at the 
same time, accepted wholeheartedly the peaceful technique of non-violent 
action which Gandhiji has practised so successfully during the past twenty 
years ... . 27 

· . . it is possible, in theory, to establish socialism by democratic means, pro
vided, of course, the full democratic process is available .... The rejection 
of democracy does not or should not come from the socialist side .... 28 

We have definitely accepted the democratic process. Why have we accepted 
it? Well, for a variety of reasons. Because we think that in the final analysis 
it promotes the growth of human beings and of society; because, as we have 
said in our Constitution, we attach great value to individual freedom; be
cause we want the creative and the adventurous spirit of man to grow. It is 
not enough for us merely to produce the material goods of the world. We 
do want high standards of living, but not at the cost of man's creative spirit, 
his creative energy, his spirit of adventure; not at the cost of all those fine 
things of life which have ennobled man throughout the ages. Democracy is 
not merely a question of electiolls. 29 

Gandhi's profound passion for democracy hardly needs documen
tation, but it is important to note that he identified democracy 
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with the 'S~araj of the masses' established and sustained by non
violence: 

In the democracy which I have envisaged, a democracy established by non
violence, there will be equal freedom for all. Everybody will be his own 
master.30 

True democracy or the Swaraj of the masses can never come through un
truthful and/or violent means, for the simple reason that the natural corol
lary to their use would be to remove all opposition through the suppression 
or extermination of the antagonists. That does not make for individual free
dom. Individual freedom can have the fullest play only under a regime of 
unadulterated ahimsa. 3J 

Second, both shared a passion for distributive justice. We find 
Nehru saying: 

\ 
We aim at a strong and free and democratic India where .. . present-day in
equal ities in wealth and status have ceased to be. 32 

and Gandhi declaring: 
... the possession of inordinate wealth by individuals should be held as a 
crime against Indian humanity.33 

My ideal is equal distribution, but so far as I can see it is not to be realis
ed. I therefore work for equitable distribution. 34 

. . . all the bhangis, doctors, lawyers, teachers, me~chants and others would 
get the same wages for an honest day's work.35 

Third, they were both staunch economic nationalists, as evidenc-
ed by Nehru's statement on the relationship between economic in-

(

dependence and the development of basic industries, and Gandhi's 
philosophy of Swadeshi. Their nationalism led to self-reliance as a 
major objective in Indian planning. 

Fourth, Nehru was deeply concerned, like Gandhi, about the 
conflict between modern large-scale technology and distributive 
justice, mental health and ethical and spiritual values. He was 
searching for a way of deriving the productivity benefits of modern 
technology without its unfortunate side-effects: 

We have to break ... this barrier (of poverty) by profiting by the new sour
ces of power and modern techniques. But in doing so we should not forget 
the basic human element .. . the lessening of inequalities ... and ... the ethi
cal and spiritual aspects of life ... . 36 

Finally, though it is true that the earlier Plans failed to reduce 

\ 

unemployment, it is not possible to maintain that Nehru under
rated the importance of the problem. Many people will be surprised 
when reminded that Nehru laid down for the ten years beginning 
with the Third Plan the same target which the Janata government 
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has fixed for the ten years beginning with the Sixth Plan: 
The time has come to put an end to -unemployment in ten years. By ten years 
we mean two Five-Year periods. 37 

This was a crystallization of what Gandhi had specified on the eve 
of independence as the very purpose of planning: 

... real planning consisted in the best utilization of the whole man-power 
of India. 38 

These statements show how difficult it is to be original in setting 
an overall employment target for India. 

It is obvious from this brief review that there was much com
mon ground in their thinking-with some differences of emphasis
in many crucial areas of economic policy. But on some questions 
their diverse philosophical positions produced more marked dif
ferences. 

First of all, we can detect a strong difference between them on 
what they would consider to be desirable levels of consumption. 
Gandhi explicitly qelieved in minimum necessary material con
sumption: 

He (who has made the ideal of equal distribution a part of his being) would 
reduce his wants to a minimum, bearing in mind the poverty of India .... 39 

Civilization, in the real sense of the term, consists not in the multiplication 
of wants, but in their deliberate and voluntary restriction.40 

Non-possession requires that man should, like the birds, have no roof over 
his head, no clothing and no stock of food for the morrow.41 

We can see that the Mahatma's thinking about consumption was 
derived from his definition of civilization, his faith in redistr ibu
tion, as well as his commitment to the ideal of 'non-possession' 
which God-seekers must pursue. Nehru, on the other hand, believ
ed in the good life, an aesthetically and hedonistically good life, 
which was alien to the Gandhian ethos. 

Different attitudes to life styles necessarily led to different posi
tions in related fields of policy. If one believes in austere consump
tion one can consistently lay more emphasis o~ small-unit produc
tion, simple technologies and village self-sufficiency, as Gandhi did. 
But the moment one relaxes the assumption of authority on a mass 
scale, one must be more eclectic (as Nehru was) in the choice of 
the scales and techniques of production and the geographical boun
daries of self-reliance. 

This explains why Nehru could not believe in the desirability of 
village self-sufficiency to the same extent as Gandhi. In fact, he 
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has clearly said that 
... the self-sufficiency of the village . .. should not be mixed up with the 
idea of decentralisation ... while decentra lisation is desirable .. . if it leads 
to old and rather pri mitive methods of production ... we remain poor .... 42 

The link between poverty, elementary technology and village self
sufficiency is clearly perceived here. In Gandhi's thought, on the 
other hand, decentralization and village self-reliance went together: 

My idea of village Swaraj is that it is a complete republic, independent of its 
neighbours for its vital wants.43 

The Panchayat will be the legislature, judiciary and executive combined to 
operate for its year of office. 44 

Nehru was to emphasize the importance of panchayati raj (as he 
did when panchayati raj was introduced in Rajasthan i.n 1959) but 
he never identified decentralization with village self-sufficiency. 
Village self-reliance wa's, therefore, a second issue on which the two 
leaders held a substantially different position. But on national self
reliance, they shared the same opinions. 

A third major difference can be noticed in their attitude to the 
State. To Gandhi, the State represented: 

violence in a concentrated and organised form.45 

a soulless machine which can never be weaned from the violence to whicl;! it 
owes its very existence.46 

These thoughts clearly carry the echoes of anarchist philosophy, 
the notion that the State is inherently evil and must eventually be 
made to disappear. But Nehru, because of his Fabian orientation, 
envisaged a dominant role for the State in the socialist develop
ment of the country. 

The crucial distinction we should note here is the one between 
social ownership which Gandhi's thought emphasizes and State 
ownership which Nehru visualizes. Gandhi wanted property to be 
socialized in the hands of village communities, except for some 
heavy industry which might be owned by the State: 

I know socialists and communists ... who believe in the universalowner
ship of instruments of production. I rank myself as one among them.47 

Nehru, on the other hand, clearly wanted all means of production 
to be controlled by the State. 

In the current debate about the pattern of economic development 
in India in the last twenty-five years, one comes across two views. 
One is that the pattern which materialized under Nehru's inspira
tion was utterly misco-m:eived. It was un-Gandhian inasmuch as 
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the bulk of investment was devoted to heavy, capital-goods indus
tries and large-scale consumer industries in the urban areas; rural 
development was neglected . The other view is that the pattern of 
development so far has been essentially right; and that the unsolv
ed problems of poverty and unemployment will be dealt with only 
if the process continues at an accelerated pace for a sufficiently 
long period of time. The truth, as usual, lies between these extreme 
positions. 

To some extent, the kind of development which occurred in the 
Nehru and post-Nehru periods was inevitable. In a sub-continen
tal economy with a very large market, abundant natural resources 
of every kind, and vast reserves of unskilled and skilled manpower, 
the building up of a strong and diversified capital goods base was 
a historical necessity. If today we can boast of a large measure of 
self-reliance, it is because considerable capacity has been creat
ed in the metallurgical , mechanical, chemical, power and trans
port sectors. These sectors are basic precisely because they are 
equally indispensable for defence, for large-scale consumer goods 
production, for small-industry development and for rural develop
ment. The technical linkages between agriculture and industry are 
such that even a 4 per cent rate of growth in agriculture is not 
possible without a high rate of growth in industries which supply 
the input requirements of a growing agriculture in the form of ce
ment, bricks, pipes, pumps, electric power generation and trans
mission equipment, agricultural implements, diesel oil, fertilizer, 
pesticides, roads , vehicles, etc. And a seven per cent growth in in
dustry is not possible without a high rate of agricultural growth, 
because nearly half the modern industrial sector either processes 
agricultural output or supplies agricultural inputs. 

Now that the first phase of building up the industrial base has 
been completed (and one round of import substitution is over), it is 
more than ever essential to give much greater emphasis to rural 
development and the creation of employment. 

Thus instead of taking a black-and-white view ofIndian develop
ment, we can take an evolutionary view in which we recognize an 
early phase in which some priorities with which Nehru was asso
ciated were inevitable, and a second phase, now beginning, in which 
the priorities can and must be substantially altered to those em
phasized by Gandhi. 

If there were mistakes in the allocation of resources in the early 
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phase, they have again to be identified as mistakes about propor
tions in which planned investment flowed in different channels at 
the margin rather than a mistake in the choice of the plural stra
tegy which always characterized Indian planning. For instance, it 
would be wrong to say that agriculture was neglected in the Five 
Year Plans. For, as we have noted, Nehru, as indeed all planners, 
attached prime importance to agriculture. Nearly a fifth of the 
public sector Plan outlay has been consistently allocated to agri
cultural development. In addition, heavy investments were made 
in industries producing agricultural inputs and processing agricul
tural outputs. There was a massive increase in the flow of credit 
to the agricultural sector from Rs 70 crores in 1950-1 to Rs 2,000 
crores in 1975-6. Almost all agricultural inputs are subsidized; 
agricultural income is lightly taxed, and during the last thirteen 
years minimum prices, covering the full cost of production, have 
been guaranteed for all major crops. This set of policies can hardly 
be described as embodying the neglect of agriculture. But the fact 
still remains that the allocations for agriculture (particularly irri
gation extension and fertilizer production) and for rural infra
structure and social services could and should have been higher. 
The actual allocations have obviously been insufficient to raise the 
irrigation ratio above 25 per cent even after five Five Year Plans. 
And they have left us with 80 per cent of our poverty and 80 per 
cent of our unemployment in the rural areas. 

Similarly, the effort to develop small and village industries could 
have been greater and more sincere. Special schemes for target 
groups such 'as small and marginal farmers and area planning for 
guaranteed full employment could have been launched long ago. 
But, again, all these deficiencies of allocation or timing relate to 
the choice of proportions. The planners are trying to improve the 
proportions. But the continuity of a plural strategy of advancing 
on all fronts in pursuit of multiple national objectives (growth, 
equity, employment and self-reliance) is inevitable. 

A sharp distinction between Nehruvian and Gandhi.an thought, 
or of a Nehruvian and a Gandhian era, accords neither wjth the 
texts nor with the facts and compulsions of Indian economic deve
lopment. 

Whatever may have been the Gandhian or Nehruvian elements 
in Indian planning, it has completely failed to realize the two objec
tives whic~e~dearest to Gandhi as well as to Nehru, nam~ly, 
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the reduction of unemployment, and the reduction of poverty and 
inequality. We must recall the familiar, dismal figures again and 
again . After twenty-eight years of planned development, India has 
20.5 million unemployed persons-16.5 million in the rural areas 
and 4 million in the urban areas. The number of people said to be 
poor is 294 million-239 million in the rural areas and 55 million 
in the urban areas . As for inequality, the poorest 10 per cent of 
rural households owned only 0.1 per cent and the richest 10 per . 
cent owned more than half the total rural assets in 1971-2 as well 
as in 1961- 2. And out of at least 21.5 million acres of potential 
surplus land, only 1.3 million acres had been distributed up to July 
1977. In the urban areas, the assets of the top twenty business 
houses increased from Rs 2,500 crores to Rs 4,500 crores between 
1969 and 1975. Their assets accounted for two-thirds of the paid
up capital of all joint-stock companies. 

The.r:efore, whatever be its other achievements, the development 
process in India has been associated with increasing unemployment, 
poverty and inequality. There can be no apology for this outcome. 
Gandhi had written that: 

] would be very happy indeed if the people concerned behaved as trustees 
(of their surplus wealth) but if they fail, 1 believe we shall have to deprive 
them of their possessions through the State with the minimum exercise of 
violence. 48 

Now it is for us to decide how much further unemployment, poverty 
and inequality should increase before the power of the State is 
exercised to establish some distributive justice . 
. Of all the redistributive measures, the urgency of land reform 

was most often stressed by Nehru. A large mass of reform legisla
tion was enacted. But it must be admitted that, at the executive 
lev.el, the land reform effort was almost totally frustrated b~ landed 
interests. 

Two other basic reforms which met the same fate are those of 
education and the administration. Nehru spoke frequently and elo
quently on the need for these reforms. A number of <;ommittees 
and Commissions reported on required reforms during his regime. 
But with all his power and popularity, he could not bring about 
any significant improvement in the entrench~d systems of educa
tion and administration. The systems recorded phenomenal quanti
tativegrowth and steady quantitative deterioration-except in a few 
elite outfits here and there. 
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The main explanation of these failures seems to lie not in the 
thought-systems of Gandhi and Nehru, but in the Marxist proposi
tion that the dynamics of the distribution of property ultimately de
pends on the aynamics of the distribution of organized class-power 
in society. The parliamentary democratic process can be an instru
ment of redistri bution only in so far as it progressively' tilts the 
distribution of political power in ,favour of the poor. But in the 
early stages of the evolution of the process in societies steeped in 
poverty the proportionate representation of the poor in the legis
latures remains smaller than their representation in the population, 
in spite of adult franchise. And their representation in the" execu
tive remains smaller than in the legislature. This gap in the power 
of the poor explains why even in a country with millions of po
verty-stricken voters, the distribution of income and property does 
not improve. The gap can only be bridged by the universal politi
cization and unionization of the poor outside the legislatures. Only 
unions of the poor, partly subsidized by public sector funds, can 
effectively secure for them, in all regions and sectors, their due 
share in productive assets, knowledge, credit, social services, and 
employment. 

It is unfortunate that almost all redistributive legislation and 
planning was designed by and entrusted for implementation to the 
bureaucracy alone. It was wrongly assumed that the bureaucracy 
would redistribute. Simple facts about the bureaucracy-that it is 
Dot a redistributive force, that it may Dot even be a neutral force, 
and that it is a class with its own interests which do not always 
coincide with those of the other major classes- which have been 
forcefully emphasized by Djilas, were ignored or played down in 
the mainstream of India's socialist thought . 

Experience has proved that the bureaucracy cannot be the sole 
instrument of redistribution. If redistribution is to occur the union
ized power of the poor will have to be exercised incessantly on 
the legislative and administrative systems. Even if the new planners 
allocate enormous resources for rural development, small industry 
development and massive employment generation, it is doubtful 
whether these resources will reach the poor unless they unite and 
supervise their use. Redistribution cannot simply be a gift from 
the top; it has to be brought about by the beneficiaries from 
below. 

In the next phase of Indian development, the supreme task of 
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both Nehruites and Gandhians must be the disciplined mobiliza
tion of the mass power of the poor. Otherwise the Gandhi-Nehru 
goals of full employment and distributive justice will continue to 
elude us, despite the allocation of substantial resources for the 
benefit of the poor. 
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This.short book contains three essays dealing with the Gandhi - ~ehru 
relationship; the essays are written by a historian, a sociologist and an 
economist respectively. In the first. B R. Nanda examines the political views 
of the two leaders, their mutual accommodation to one another despite 
differences in perspective, and the manner in which N.ehru applied some 
of Gandhi's ideas after Independence. The second essay, by P. C. Joshi, 
ag ain emphasi zes the interdependence of their relationship in ideological 
terms. Raj Krishna, in· the third essay, examines their views on industry and 
economi c planning. repudiating the idea of a Gandhi - Nehru polarity. 
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