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The Man and the City 
TO at least one non-Bengali rest-

dent of Calcutta it seemed that 
the city had received the news of 
Nehru's death last week without the 
city's usual emotionalism. (In some 
eyes, apparently, Calcutta can never 
do anything right.) One does not real
ly know; there is nothing to measure 
sorrow w i t h , especially when it is col
lective. Yet there may be something 
in the observation. Perhaps, at some 
unnoticed point of time, Nehru and 
Calcutta did fall apart more than 
somewhat. In recent years he did say 
some pretty harsh things about the 
city which once stimulated him im
mensely. Many Bengalis' criticism of 
Nehru was severe too — from Subhas 
Bose through Syamaprasad Mookerjee 
to Jyoti Basu. In the mutual loss of 
affection may be found traces of the 
change that came in recent years over 
both the city and the man. 

Bengal's political ties w i th the rest 
of the country were frequently tenu
ous; they were actually snapped more 
than once. Nehru's differences wi th 
Subhas are now history. What Nehru 
thought of P C Sen and Atulya Ghosh 
is largely unknown; perhaps largely 
unprintable too. Dr B C Roy was 
perhaps the last Bengali wi th whom 
Nehru had any real rapport. But we 
have to go to the purely non-political 
level to find Nehru's finest communion 
wi th Bengal. That was when Nehru 
met Tagore at Santiniketan. Visva-
Bharati is hardly the place the Poet 
wanted it to be; official, patronage and  
tutorial mediocrity have seen to that. 
Yet to the end Nehru felt nowhere so 
happy as at Santiniketan. Even in the 
Valley of Kashmir, which he loved, po
litics haunted him. In Santiniketan he 
found peace. 

Not the People 

So much has been said about Nehru 
as a man of the people that some are 
apt to forget the abstract quality of 
his affection for the masses. He bath
ed in them, much as a duck bathes in 
water. (I think it was Louis Fischer 
who once said that Gandhi gave 
strength to the people while Nehru 
derived strength from the people.) If , 
then, such was his real relationship 
wi th the people, it is permissible to 
deduce that, if Nehru loved Bengal, 

he loved not so much the Bengalis as 
a people but certain aspects of them; 
perhaps the Bengalis too adored Nehru 
likewise — selectively. Nehru as DO-
lit ician certainly had his impact on 
Bengal and its people; the Bengalis as 
political raw material certainly had 
their uses for Nehru; either way 'he 
role of affection cannot have been 
great. Affection came from sources 
entirely removed from politics. 

The unimportance of being a Ben
gali politician has been apparent for 
years; wi th that decline in country
wide influence may have come an 
obsession wi th politics — to the neg
lect of all else. Nehru could have but 
l i t t le time for this other Bengal. It is 
not that Bengal has done nothing 
worthwhile in art, music and litera
ture since Tagore. Gone is the world 
view — the one thing Nehru learned 
from Tagore, When Satyajit Ray 
projected himself on the world scene 
again, Nehru was quick to come with 
kudos. If Nehru loved Bengal less, 
the reason may be that Bengal had 
become less lovable in most respects. 
W i t h the bigness even of Bidhan Roy 
gone, there is pettiness in every de
partment of Bengali life. And, w i th 
all his faults, Nehru abhorred petti
ness. 

The Other Change 

As the increasing cares of office 
began to tell on Nehru's body, they 
also had their effect on his mind. It 
lost its freshness, its interest in such 
intangibles as poetry or music. He was 
always aware of the coarsening Dow
ers of politics; not even he could 
escape them. Sometimes the finer 
feelings returned. It was at Santini
ketan that he spoke of China's c iv i l i 
sation to which he was not blinded 
by China's attack on this country. 
This was the kind of detachment he 
once admired in Bengal. This is the 
place to add that Nehru's Santiniketan 
speech was severely criticised in some 
quarters in Calcutta. Thus, towards 
the end, he no longer wanted those 
Bengali qualities which, in any event, 
Bengal no longer possessed. No won
der the lines of communication be-
tween Nehru and Bengal were dog
ged. Neither understood the other; 

there was not even much of the de
sire to understand. 

What did Bengal admire most in 
Nehru? The generation that sti l l 
cared for good English envied his En
glish education. His urbane manners 
and unfailing sophistication attracted 
Bengal when its people still saw vir
tue in these attributes of life. His in
ternational outlook could not help 
being appreciated by a people that 
had not yet forgotten what from Ram-
mohun Roy to Tagore it had been 
told on the subject. Bengal was not 
ever parochial; and when Nehru ap
peared on the political stage he 
seemed the least provincial of them 
all . What brought ci ty and man to
gether was this string of common 
interests and aversions. The string 
began to give way to various oress-
ures some years ago; and Bengal and 
Nehru became near-strangers. Nei
ther was in consequence the richer. 

Their Finest Hour 

In a very real sense Nehru belong
ed to the nineteenth century, which 
was also Bengal's finest hour. Let there 
be no mistake; the values elderly 
Bengalis moan about had nothing 
very democratic about them. The 
idea of a small elite was impl ic i t in 
all political and social th inking in the 
last century in Bengal, There was 
compassion for the masses; but no
body thought of giving them political 
power. They might be consulted; but 
only the elite knew what was good 
for them. Whether Nehru over-reached 
himself in th inking that, since he 
could sway the masses as he wil led, he 
might as well give them the vote and 
as a result saw the crumbling of :he 
values he held dear w i l l be known 
only to historians to come. 

Although the main thesis of this 
piece has been that there was a d i 
vorce between Nehru and Bengal, the 
real cleavage may be between one era 
and another, one set of values and 
another. Both parties, city and mar, 
deviated from these values — but not 
in the same direction. Nor at the 
same pace. They never met again. 
Last week sorrow was real, as any 
where else. But, but ... 

—Flibbertigibbet. 
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