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Gandhi and Jawaharlal 
Nirmal Kumar Bose 

Jawaharlal Nehru represented the urban, modern mind of India more closely than Gandhi ever could. Gan-
dhi felt lost in the company of those whom he designated as "town-dwellers". By contrast, Jawaharlal was capa
ble of arousing the interest and enthusiasm of this class of his countrymen just where Gandhi failed. 

[A leading social anthropologist Prof Nirmal Bose is better known to the wider public as a life-long student 
of Gandhi's life and work. His "Selections from Gandhi" is still a best seller and his "Studies in Gandhism" an 
indispensable guide to all students of the subject. Prof Bose was with Gandhiji in Noakhali as his Bengali teach
er and had occasion to meet Jawaharlal both with Gandhi and with Rabindranath, with the latter during his stay 
in Bolpur Centre as a social worker.] 

W E have lived too close to the time 
when both Gandhi and Jawahar-

lal worked in India to be able to assess 
objectively the influence they have 
it would be worth while to keep on 
record how some of their contempo-
exercised upon their countrymen. Yet, 
raries have viewed these two among 
their great countrymen. 

The Poet, Rabindranath Tagore, was 
personally acquainted intimately with 
both Gandhi and Jawaharlal; and he 
had moreover a mind which was com
paratively free from narrow emotional 
bondages. Although he did not live 
to see India as a free nation, and how 
Jawaharlal as Prime Minister tried 10 
shape its destiny, yet it was possible 
for him to draw his own comparison 
between the two figures who helped to 
shape the political activities of the, 
nation during his lifetime. In a private 
conversation, he once presented a pic
ture of how one differed from the 
other, and we believe his assessment 
was substantially true although Jawa 
harlal had not attained his fullest 
stature when the Poet lived. 

The Poet said that, in some res
pects, Jawaharlal represented the 
spirit of modern India more closely 
than Gandhi did. India was divided in 
its loyalty to her own historical past 
as well as to the demands of life in 
the modern world. Torn by her im
mense problems, unsure about herself, 
yet aware of the fact that she could 
not do without an acceptance of the 
modern spirit of science, she was more 
truly represented by the young Jawa
harlal than by Gandhi. Gandhi was 
undoubtedly the spirit of India incar
nate; but it was a spirit which was 
also timeless, i e, not circumscribed 
by the conditions set by the past or 
present in India. He had accepted both 
of these conditions inwardly; but had 
also succeeded in rising above them 
by his ascetic devotion to Truth, and 
his equally passionate devotion to the 
cause of down-trodden humanity. 

The writer, who was present when 
the Poet made these observations in 

a small circle, once reported this in 
conversation to Gandhi himself five 
years after the Poet had passed away, 
Half in jest and half in earnest, 
Gandhi retorted that "Gurudev" had 
been "wholly wrong" This is what he 
said in substance, "Jawaharlal is un
doubtedly Indian in heart, but is more 
closely an 'Englishman', while I am 
nothing but an Indian. If 1 have to 
spend the rest of my years in a small 
village anywhere in India, I would live 
with the people immersed in the small 
joys and sorrows of their lives. This 
would be without any regret whatever 
but in a spirit of complete satisfac
tion. I would teach them how to keep 
their surroundings clean, how to set
tle disputes in the family or with their 
neighbours without fighting, how to 
enrich their village in every way by 
mainly organising their own resources 
and abilities. And yet I would never 
feel that any of my talents had been 
wasted. But Jawaharlal is different. 
He needs a broader canvas to work 
upon, and does not feel happy if he is 
bogged down by the smallness of 
the task immediately on hand". 

Intellectual with a World View 
We do not know who was right, 

Gandhi or the Poet. But one cannot 
deny that there was a substantial core 
of truth in what Gandhi, half humor
ously, said at the time. For Jawahar
lal was indeed primarily intellectual in 
his outlook, one who constantly need 
ed a broad, world-wide view in order 
to see his immediate practical involve
ment in its proper perspective. But like 
an intellectual, he was also impatient 
with the demands of the practical task 
which lay immediately before him. In 
the Prime Minister's speeches and 
writings, there was often an impatience 
with the inertia which he found among 
his countrymen, an inertia which had 
been fostered by ages of subjugation 
and studied destruction of initiative. 
Yet, Gandhi had to operate with the 
same generation of men and succeed
ed in inspiring them into great acts 
of heroism. As Gokhale once observ

ed about him, he was capable of "turn
ing heroes out of clay". This was pos
sible because he never lost his love 
for men, and knew them in their 
weaknesses as well as strength. And in 
this he excelled every other leader of 
India in recent years. 

Jawaharlal was a man who was more 
a citizen of the world than of India 
in particular. Like many other intel
lectuals of the present age, he lived 
in the world of the abstract; although 
deep down in him there was a subs
tantial core of identification with those 
who toiled but were deprived of the 
fruits of their own labour. But this 
identification was on the mental level, 
hardly on the level of daily living 
There are few intellectuals in our 
cities today in whom such identifica
tion wi l l survive if they have to trudge 
knee-deep through The quagmire of 
human smallnesses. This is particular
ly so in a stark, poverty-stricken coun
try like India where the populace has 
nothing more to hold their heads up 
than by a reliance upon the sacred 
tales of patience and fortitude kept 
alive by oral tradition. And our Prime 
Minister was undoubtedly one among 
such intellectuals. 

This is, in no way, meant to belittle 
his stature. It only shows how he 
represented the urban, modern mind 
of India more closely than Gandhi 
ever could. Gandhi felt lost in the 
company of those whom he designat
ed as "town-dwellers". He was un
doubtedly closer to the Indian soil, 
and he was nearer a saint than what 
we understand by a modern man. By 
contrast, Jawaharlal was capable of 
arousing the interest and enthusiasm 
of this class of his countrymen just 
where Gandhi failed. And we, in In
dia, consider ourselves fortunate in 
that our country has thus been bias
ed with a leadership in which two 
such great men have combined and 
worked in unison until India became 
free, and well set in her march to
wards modernism and progress. 
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