
SPECIAL NUMBER JULY 1964 

Nehru without Gandhi 
Monoranjan Guha 

What would have happened if Mahatma Gandhi had died ten years earlier, before the last battles of indepen
dence were fought? What legacy could he then have left for Jawaharlal Nehru? And could Nehru succeed him as the 
commander-in-chief for the remaining years of the struggle? 

Very doubtful. It is difficult to imagine Nehru in the role of the supreme strategist and leader of either a 
nonviolent campaign or a violent struggle. 

Lord Mountbatten is said to have boasted in 1947 that he could sell his Plan to Nehru and Patel in spite of 
Gandhiji. But if Gandhiji had died a few years earlier then Nehru and Patel would not have been in the positions 
of authority in which Mountbatten found them; before he could negotiate with them, he would have had to invent 
them first or, perhaps, rescue them from frustrated obscurity into which they—probably Nehru more than Patel—were 
likely to have slided. 

In a critical split-up which was almost inevitable if Gandhiji had been removed from the scene immediately 
before or in the early years of the War, it is difficult to see where Nehru would have kept a foot-hold, for it was 
not his metier to head a faction and then to develop it into a big mighty organisation. Nehru had always to 
start at a pretty high level. Patel would have done better but still he could, at best, command only a rump. 

For his ascendancy in the Congress, Nehru's dependence on Gandhiji was vital until he became Prime 
Minister. From then the power of the Prime Minister began to become crucial in controlling the Congress so 
far as he needed to do this, But thanks to Nehru's style, it was a kind of control which could not be bequeathed 
to a successor. 

JAWAHARLAL NEHRU was the 
last Englishman to rule India — 

an Englishman who, if he had stayed 
"at home", would have vociferously 
disapproved of another Englishman 
doing the same thing even though that 
other Englishman did exactly and in 
Jawaharlal Nehru's own style what 
Jawaharlal Nehru has done, that is, 
ruled India for India and not for Eng
land; who would have disapproved of 
that other Englishman on principle but 
would have tolerated him in practice, 
even defended him if he himself held 
office in Whitehall at that time — not, 
of course, under the name of Jawahar
lal Nehru but under some Anglo-
Saxon or, preferably, Norman name 
and who, if he were, inconceivably, 
just an Englishman without any parti
cular official responsibility, would have 
acted the Kingsley Martin to the ac
tual Jawaharlal Nehru. 

In the Reverse Role 
All which leads to two further 

speculations: first, if the Englishman 
Jawaharlal Nehru would disapprove 
of another Englishman in the ruler's 
role actually filled by Jawaharlal 
Nehru, what would be the case if 
some other Indian had filled that role 
and Jawaharlal Nehru, as an Indian, 
had to adjust himself to that regime ? 
Would he have reacted like Dr Ram-
manohar Lohia — minus the bad 
language, of course ? 

The other speculation: how would 
have Jawaharlal Nehru acted if he, 
and not Clement Attlee, were the 
Englishman holding the office of Prime 
Minister in England in 1946-47 ? In 
the absence in India of a Jawaharlal 

Nehru who accepted Gandhiji's moral 
and practical leadership in the strug
gle for freedom but rejected many of 
his social and almost all his economic 
ideas — and assuming for fancy's sake 
that M A Jinnah did not exist either 
— what would he as the Prime Minis
ter of England have done if the trans
ferring of power involved a choice 
between Gandhi-ites who actually beli
eved in Gandhiji's economic and social 
as well as political ideology and the 
followers of Nelaji Subhas Bose ? In 
his eyes the former would be back
ward-looking "medievalists" and the 
latter "modern" but heavily tainted. 
Would not the alternatives have ap
peared to him as delivering India 
either to medievalism or to a poten
tially fascist regime if she were given 
freedom ? How would he have solved 
the dilemma ? Or would it have ago
nised him into high-minded inaction ? 

This silly guessing game could be 
cut short by some people very simply. 
A real Englishman in office, they 
would say, if he were confronted with 
such a fancifully reconstructed situa
tion, would not be too much bothered 
by the dilemma. The dilemma, of 
course, would be paraded so long as 
it was possible and in the interests of 
England to postpone a settlement, but 
not a moment longer, An Englishman 
(why only an Englishman ?) in office 
is a great adept in regulating his ideo
logical conscience, witness his alliances 
and partnerships throughout the world 
and history. And then why imagine 
he is obliged to choose between alter
natives ? Where it is worthwhile he 
wil l choose both — or several. He 
did not choose between the Congress 

and the Muslim League but he chose 
both. India was divided into two, 
There might have been several divi
sions if Gandhiji had died a few years 
earlier. 

Amoral England 
It is not that Englishmen as indivi

duals arc any more impervious to the 
pressure of ideology, ideals or preju
dices than people elsewhere. It is 
rather the characteristically ideology-
free English Suite which has earned 
for the politicians who serve it their 
reputation for being the world's most 
successful practitioners of what is des 
cribed — according to one's taste or 
interest—as pragmatism or empiricism 
or opportunism or sometimes plain 
perfidy. Perhaps this also is not due 
so much to the State's being English 
as to its long unbroken continuity. As 
a rule a new state is more or less 
ideology-ridden. Perhaps it needs some 
ideology as a prop. If it is not sub
jected to revolutions or breaks, it w i l l 
tend to become more and more ideo
logy-free and amoral with the passing 
of time. 

An old, amoral state like England, 
however, wil l insist that not only its 
civil servants but its political servants 
also are conscientious persons. That 
is the theory. The state insists that 
its serving politicians should have high 
principles from which they must not 
deviate for any personal reason but 
which they must know how to com
promise or even completely sacrifice 
at the behest of duty, specially in 
foreign affairs, without a feeling of 
any diminution of self-respect. Not 
unexpectedly, the theory is not quite 
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borne out by the personal records of 
English politicians (except where the 
context bars, English of Course in this 
article includes Scotch and Welsh) but 
the rule of the game is to ignore the 
discrepancies. 

How much of all this is included 
in the imputation of Englishness to 
Jawaharlal Nehru ? Englishmen and 
English publicmen are not synonymous. 
Every Englishman does not and cannot 
become an English publicman. In 
which of the roles — of man or 
publicman — was Jawaharlal Nehru's 
Englishness essential ? Or was it 
equally so in both ? 

* 
Jawaharlal Nehru was a complex 

personality, but, of course, from some 
point of view every human being is a 
complex personality. The scale and 
the level of complexity vary from 
human being to human being accord
ing to the range of stimuli available 
and the quality and strength of the 
capacity for response uniquely condi
tioned in each case. In Jawaharlal 
Nehru's case the combination was one 
of the most fortunate in all history. 
Al l was grist that came to his mill . 
No man ever did his "home work" 
more assiduously. When the kingdom 
came, the crown and the head fitted 
each other marvellously. 

Yet how much had depended upon 
sheer fortune! For, in a crucial sense, 
the kingdom was not acquired, he 
received it as an inheritance. He was 
not the Commander-in-Chief in the 
struggle for independence. The crown 
came to him as the political heir of 
the Commander-in-Chief. 

What would have happened if 
Gandhiji had died ten, nine, or eight 
years earlier, before the last battles 
were fought? What legacy could he 
have left for Jawaharlal Nehru then? 
Could Jawaharlal Nehru succeed him 
as the Commander-in-Chief for the re
maining years of the struggle ? Very 
doubtful. It is difficult to imagine 
him in the role of the supreme strate
gist and leader either of a non-violent 
struggle or a campaign of violence. 
He was too divided-minded and per
haps temperamentally or spiritually 
unfit for either role. Gandhiji had, of 
course, hoped that when he was gone, 
"his Jawaharlal" would undergo a full 
conversion. The record would hardly 
support this optimism. 

If Gandhiji had died in 1938, or in 
1939 or in 1940, could Jawaharlal 
Nehru muster enough single-minded 

self-assurance to take complete com-
mand of the non-violent sector of the 
nationalist front while retaining an 
ambiguous love-hate kind of allegiance 
of the not-so-non-violent and the vio
lent ? In the absence of Gandhiji and 
when power for sharing was yet to be 
fought for and won, could Jawaharlal 
Nehru and the "Rightists" — those, 
for instance, who, piqued by his criti
cisms or by his failure to protect them 
against the attacks by the "Leftists" 
had wanted to resign from the Con
gress Working Committee in 1936 — 
continue to work together? 

Exasperated, Yet . . . 

(Later, Nehru's views on the War 
and the attitude which the Congress 
should adopt towards the British 
Government in the context of the War, 
were never quite in tune with those 
of Gandhiji and the "Gandhi-ites" in 
the Working Committee. For a spell, 
Gandhiji himself renounced his role as 
adviser and guide to the Congress 
when the Working Committee includ
ing the "Gandhi-ites" adopted a resolu
tion implying a stand which Gandhiji 
could not endorse. As regards Jawa
harlal Nehru, the War led him to 
brood more and more on the world 
situation than on the Indian situation. 
To him the War was an imperialist 
war so long as Russia was not involv
ed. In fact, what most worried him 
then was the "fundamental anti-
Soviet British policy." Briefing Mau-
lana Azad on the situation, he wrote 
in February 1940: "They are aiming 
at some kind of an internal change in 
Germany whereby Hitler might give 
place to the control of the German 
army leaders and then to make peace 
with them. This is to be followed by 
joint attack by England, France, Ger
many and other countries on Russia. 
Whether this will take place or not, 
it is difficult to say. But the point 
is that British policy before and after 
the War has been consistently reac
tionary and pro-imperialist, notwith
standing all their proclamations." 

At that date, Nehru was utterly 
opposed to doing anything, including 
an expression of moral sympathy for 
the Allied cause, that might help the 
British in the War, because he actually 
believed that a British victory would 
be as great an evil as Hitler's victory. 
After Russia had become involved, 
this view underwent a radical change 
when the main preoccupation, instead 
of being as previously how to avoid 
helping the British Government was, 
now, how to avoid injuring the anti
fascist War, notwithstanding the 

British Government's refusal of a 
settlement that would make honour
able cooperation possible. At no time 
during the War, not even before the 
German attack on Russia when he was 
so bitter about the reactionary and 
pro-imperialist policy of the British 
and the French and so fearful about 
their designs against Russia, did Nehru 
like the idea of launching a struggle 
against the British Government. 
Though his exasperation with the 
British Government had passed all 
limits, neither the campaign of Indivi
dual Civil Disobedience in 1940, nor 
the 42 Movement had his heart's ap 
proval.) 

Dependence on Gandhiji 

Even if Gandhiji had died in 1938, 
or in '39 or in '40, British rule in 
India could not have long survived the 
end of the War. British rule would 
have come to an end in 1947 or a 
little later or, who knows, maybe even 
a little earlier than 1947 but it would 
have come to an end in a very differ
ent kind of India. If Gandhiji were 
not there, the Congress would most 
probably have broken into splinters. 
It was Gandhiji who had kept the 
Congress whole or nearly whole and 
thereby had saved much more than 
the Congress. Lord Mountbatten is 
said to have boasted in 1947 that he 
could sell his Plan to Nehru and Pate! 
in spite of Gandhiji but if Gandhiji 
had died a few years earlier then 
Nehru and Patel would not be in the 
positions of authority in which Mount-
batten found them; before he could 
negotiate with them, the Viceroy would 
first have to invent them or, perhaps, 
rescue them from frustrated obscurity 
into which they — probably Nehru 
more than Patel — were likely to have 
slided. In a critical split-up which 
was almost inevitable if Gandhiji 
were removed from the scene imme
diately before or in the early years 
of the War, it is difficult to see where 
Nehru would have kept a foothold, for 
it was not his metier to head a faction 
and then develop it into a big mighty 
organization. Nehru had always to 
start at a pretty high level. Patel 
would have done better but still, he 
could, at best, command only a rump. 

For his ascendancy in the Congress, 
Nehru's dependence on Gandhiji was 
crucial until he became Prime Minis
ter. From then the power of the 
Prime Minister began to become cru
cial in controlling the Congress so far 
as he needed it. But thanks to Nehru's 
style, it was a kind of control which 
could not be bequeathed to a successor. 
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