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The Socialist Legacy 
(Contributed) 

The future of the Indian society and with that the social legacy of Jawaharlal Nehru remain yet to be deter-
mined and defined. 

If the present generation brings off the rather difficult task of driving to the goal of plenty for the masses in 
the double harness of capitalism and socialism, future historians might well define Panditji's legacy as one of saving 
democracy and capitalism in this ancient land. 

If ice muff it all up and are unable to march decisively forward along any route, the blame perhaps will be 
rightly and entirely laid at our door. 

But it is only in the unlikely event of our exchanging smoothly the present double harness for an essentially 
socialist one, without losing the momentum of progress towards mass plenty, that history will speak of the Nehru 
legacy of a peaceful march towards socialism in India. 

In case socialism comes to India after a sharp break and violence, throwing things totally out of gear for a 
while till some one picks up the threads once again, the credit or discredit for it will surely belong to a leader who 
if already born, has yet to force himself on public attention. 

For the truly great, there is no escape from being judged at least in part by the wisdom or folly of succeeding 
generations. 

[A close student of Nehru's writings, the author had also the opportunity to watch the Nehru Government 
at work from a ring side seat. That is perhaps why he chooses to remain anonymous —Ed.] 

FOR more than forty years Jawa
harlal Nehru seized practically 

every opportunity to preach the gospel 
of socialism to his countrymen. Before 
his death, he had the satisfaction of 
seeing this goal accepted officially not 
only by the Congress Party of which 
lie was the leader but by most other 
organs of public opinion in the coun-
iry as well. And yet, anyone who 
looks closely at pronouncements on 
socialism in India in recent years — 
including those of Panditji — can
not fail to be impressed by a 
certain sense of unreality and vague
ness, of ambivalence and evasiveness 
that surrounds them. "Not this, not 
that", "not. rigid, not. doctrinaire", 
"not confiscation nor nationalisation", 
"no negation of private initiative and 
enterprise, no violent overthrow of 
propertied classes", "not Marxian, nor 
Russian"—the descriptions proceed in 
sonorous negations somewhat in the 
style of our ancient scriptures where the 
One is sought to be interpreted by em
phasising what it is not rather than by 
asserting what it is. The general im
pression created is also not dissimilar in 
the two cases: if the scriptures succeed 
in establishing that the Divine is present 
anywhere and everywhere, the current 
Indian vogue is to identify socialism 
with almost all that would be accepted 
as desirable in any society, whether 
capitalist or other. Is there any signifi
cance in this sense of vagueness about 
socialism in India? Has it always been 
so insofar as Panditji's advocacy of it 
is concerned? And what does it be
token for the future of Indian society? 

As things go, Panditji came to 

socialism somewhat late in his life, 
The "Autobiography" contains nothing 
to suggest that socialist thought or 
literature had any special impact on 
him during his student days. It is only 
towards the middle of the twenties 
{when he was about thirty-five) that 
he seems to have been drawn towards 
socialism. During the long visit to 
Europe in 1926-7 Panditji had come 
in touch with leftist movements there 
and was attracted by Communism. "I t 
was not a doctrinal adherence, as I 
did not know much about the tine 
points of Communism, my acquaint 
ance being limited at the time to its 
broad features. These attracted me, as 
also the tremendous changes taking 
place in Russia, But Communists often 
irritated me by their dictatorial ways, 
their aggressive and rather vulgar 
methods, their habit of denouncing 
everybody who did not agree with 
them". ("Autobiography," p 163). And 
a little later (pp 182-3), writing of his 
activities about the time of the Great 
Depression, he says: "I was by no 
means a pioneer in the socialist held 
in India. Indeed I was rather back
ward and I had only advanced pain
fully, step by step, where many others 
had gone ahead blazing a trail". 

Roots in Internationalism 
One is inclined to say also, per

haps at the risk of drawing too sharp 
a contrast, that there was something 
unusual about Panditji's attraction to 
socialism, that its roots lay more in 
concern for peace and international
ism than in anger against exploitation, 
that it was the violence and vulgari
ty of capitalism that repelled him 

more than its inequity or inefficiency. 
"I wanted to spread the ideology of 
socialism especially among Congress 
workers and the intelligentsia, for these 
people, who were the backbone of the 
national movement, thought largely in 
terms of the narrowest nationalism". 
("Autobiography", p 182). Writing to 
Lord Lothian in 1936 ("Bunch of Let
ters", p 138-40), we find him asserting 
that the anarchy of sovereign Stales 
with their hatreds, fears and conflicts 
cannot be ended and a world order 
created without a complete change 
over from the capitalist system which 
stimulates acquisitiveness and the 
other deeper instincts which we must 
get rid of Profit motive rather than 
profits is the villain of the peace; and 
while he is willing to disclaim under
standing (and even validity) of the 
Marxian theory of value, he has no
thing but the highest praise for Marx's 
interpretation of history. ("Autobio-
graphy". p 591: "Letters", p 140). 

But whether he came late to social
ism or not and irrespective of the re
lative importance of what appealed to 
him in this doctrine, there is no trace 
of half-heartedness or evasiveness in 
Jawaharlal's concept of socialism be
fore the second World War. The Kara
chi Congress in 1931 had adopted a 
resolution on economic policy which 
advocated for the first time "nationa
lisation of key industries and services" 
and "various other measures to lessen 
the burden on the poor and increase 
it on the rich". Despite his vital role 
in getting this part of the resolution 
accepted, Panditji describes it as a 
"very short step in a socialistic direc-
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tion" and goes on to say; "This was 
not socialism at all, and a capitalist 
State could easily accept almost every
thing contained in that resolution". 
("Autobiography", p 267). When even 
this resolution began to give rise to 
misgivings among orthodox Congress 
leaders causing them to be evasive, 
Panditji thunders in his characteristic 
way in a letter to Gandhiji in 1934: 
"A strange way of dealing with the 
subject of socialism is to use the word, 
which has a clearly defined meaning in 
the English language, in a totally dif-
ferent sense. For individuals to use 
words in a sense peculiar to them
selves is not helpful in the commerce 
of ideas. A person who declares him
self to be an engine-driver and then 
adds that his engine is of wood and 
is drawn by bullocks is misusing the 
word engine-driver." ("Letters", p 
116). 

Concept Clear 

As to the meaning of socialism in 
ordinary English, there was indeed 
little doubt in Panditji's mind at the 
time. In the 1936 letter to Lord Lo
thian already referred to, Panditji uses 
the following words—presumably a 
quotation— to describe the socialistic 
ideal: "a system whereby the earth and 
its fruits will be exploited for the be
nefit of all members of the community 
in proportion to the services they ren
der to it and not according to the 
accident of private property". He goes 
on to refer even more explicitly to 
the crucial link between socialism and 
the elimination of private property in 
all forms: "How will socialism come? 
You say that it is not likely to be 
achieved by the universal nationalisa
tion of the instruments of production 
and distribution. Must it not involve 
the ending of the profit and acquisi
tive motive and the replacement of it 
by a communal and co-operative mo
tive? And does it not involve the build
ing up of a new civilisation on a dif
ferent basis from that of the present? 
It may be that a great deal of private 
initiative is left; in some matters, cul
tural, etc, it must be left. But in all 
that counts, in a material sense, 
nationalisation of the instruments of 
production and distribution seems to 
be inevitable. There may be half-way 
houses to i t , but one can hardly have 
two contradictory and conflicting pro
cesses going on side by side. The 
choice must be made and for one who 
aims at socialism there can be only 
one choice". ("Letters" pp 140-41). 

Equally, there is insistence on so
cialism requiring a sharp or revolu

tionary, and often violent, break with 
the past. "Reformism was an impos
sible solution of any vital problem at 
a critical moment when the basic 
structure had to be changed, and 
however slow the progress might be 
later on, the initial step must be a 
complete break with the existing order 
. . . In India, only a revolutionary plan 
could solve the two related questions 
of the land and industry as well as al
most every other major problem before 
the country. 'There is no graver mis
take' as Mr Lloyd George says 'than 
to leap the abyss in two jumps'". 
("Autobiography", p 362). 

Consternation among Rightists 

It was little wonder that socialism 
of this hue created consternation 
among the right-wing leaders of Con
gress culminating among other things 
in a competition to identify socialism 
with things less radical and contro
versial. As in everything else in India 
at the time, Gandhiji's views remain
ed the measuring rod for everything 
and it was natural to seek to dissolve 
the passion for socialism by alterna
tively identifying and contrasting it 
with Gandhism. But Pandiiji at any 
rate had no illusions about socialism 
or Gandhiji's adherence to it. Thus. 
in 1936, we see him observe in his 
"Autobiography" (p ,515): "Sometimes 
he (Gandhiji) calls himself a socialist, but 
he uses the word in a sense familiar 
to himself, which has little or nothing 
to do with the economic framework 
of society which usually goes by the 
name of socialism. Following his lead, 
a number of prominent Congressmen 
have taken to the use of that word, 
meaning thereby a kind of muddled 
humanitarianism". It is not perhaps 
without a touch of malice that he 
quotes in the same chapter the follow
ing rather remarkable statements by 
Ramsay MacDonald and Sardar Patel, 
respectively: 

"The difficulties of the times make 
integration and concentration essen
tial for every people. This is the 
true Socialism, as it is also the true 
Nationalism—and, for that matter, 
the true Individualism. 

"True socialism lies in the deve
lopment of village industries". 
Summing up his general position on 

socialism in the "Autobiography" (pp 
587-593), Panditji reverts to the em
phasis on its radical interpretation. He 
dwells on the necessity and even the 
propriety and prevalence of confisca
tion and on the impossibility of ush
ering in socialism by the sudden pass

ing of a few laws. "A clash of inte
rests seems inevitable. There is no 
middle path. Each one of us wil l have 
to choose our side". He has, of course, 
no illusion that he had carried the 
the country or the Congress apprecia
bly towards socialism. In this respect, 
there had been little advance in the 
Congress movement beyond the Kara
chi resolution unless one calls a hard
ening of attitudes at the two rather 
vocal but narrow extremes an advance. 
There is more than a touch of wistful 
sadness, therefore, when he concludes: 
"Coming back to India, communism 
and socialism seem a far cry, unless 
the rush of external events force the 
pace here. We have to deal not with 
communism but, with the addition of 
an extra syllable, with communalism. 
And communally India is in a dark 
age". 

The New 'Socialism' 

The War, Independence and the holo
caust of Partition naturally left little 
zest for reconstituting society. The 
Industrial Policy Resolution of 1948 
marked the first attempt of tree India 
to formulate economic policy in keep
ing with the Karachi resolution of 
1931 — a resolution let us re
member, which contained little 
which would not be acceptable in 
most capitalist countries. Neither the 
Constitution nor the first Five-Year 
Plan makes any explicit reference to the 
socialist ideal. And it was only to
wards the end of 1954 that socialism 
asserts itself, almost inexplicably, as the 
goal in a parliamentary resolution. Since 
then, at Avadi and Bhubaneshwar, in 
the Second and the Third plan and, in
deed, in many a speech and statement 
by all and sundry, a great deal of hom
age has been paid to socialism. But 
the frequency with which the ideal has 
been reiterated is matched only by the 
variety of meanings assigned to it—or, 
more revealingly. by the meaning sought 
to be withheld from it. 

No elaborate citations are perhaps 
necessary in proof of what was stated 
at the outset of this note and what has 
just been repeated. Consider, for ins
tance, the following from the Second 
Plan report which was selected for en
dorsement in the Third Plan report: 
"The socialist pattern of society is not 
to be regarded as some fixed or rigid 
pattern. It is not rooted in any doc
trine or dogma. . . It is neither neces
sary nor desirable that the economy 
should become a monolithic' type of or
ganisation offering little play for expe
rimentation either as to forms or as to 
modes of functioning. Nor should ex-
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pansion of the public sector mean cen
tralisation of decision-making and of 
exercise of authority. . . The accent of 
the socialist pattern of society is on the 
attainment of positive goals, the raising 
of living standards, the enlargement of 
opportunities for a l l the promotion of 
enterprise among the disadvantaged 
classes and the creation of a sense of 
partnership among all sections of 
the community. .. Democracy, it has 
been said, is a way of life rather than 
a particular set of institutional, arrange-
merits. The same could well be said of 
the socialist pattern" (emphasis added). 

Not being content with these admir
able sentiments, the authors of the 
Third Plan add their own contribution 
to the liturgy of socialism in India: 
"Progress towards socialism lies along 
a number of directions, each emhracing 
the value of the others. Above all, a 
socialist economy must be efficient, 
progressive in its approach to science 
and technology, and capable of growing 
steadily to a level at which the well-
being of the mass of the population can 
be secured". 

Not Doctrinaire, Not Rigid! 

It would not be proper to pick out a 
few quotations from Panditji's speeches 
in recent years and suggest that they 
represent his full or final thinking on 
the subject. But the following extracts 
wil l serve to illustrate at least the 
change in emphasis from his earlier 
writings: 

" I t does not matter what kind of 
resolution we pass and what kind of 
Government we have Communist. 
Socialist, divine or semi-divine—ulti
mately, we have to achieve our ob
jective by hard work". 

(at Avadi Congress) 

"The slogans of yesterday have 
very little meanings in the present 
context, whether the slogans are 
capitalistic, socialistic or communis
tic. A l l these have to be filled into 
the nuclear age. Not that they are 
all wrong. They have some elements 
of truth in them but they have to be 
refitted and rethought of." 

(at the 1955 FICCI meeting) 

"I do not propose to define in pre
cise terms what socialism in this 
context means, because we write 
to avoid any doctrinaire thinking, 
any rigid thinking, because even in 
my life time I have seen the world 
change so much, and I have seen 
so many other changes that I do 
not want to confine my mind to 

any rigid dogma. But, broadly 
speaking, what do we mean when 
we say our objective is a 'socialist 
pattern of life'? Surely, we mean 
a society in which there is social 
cohesion, which is without classes, 
where there is equality of oppor
tunity and the possibility for every 
one to live a good life. The essen
tial thing is that there must be 
wealth and production. There is a 
good deal of talk about ceilings, 
and it is a talk with which one 
naturally tends to agree because 
you want to remove disparities. But 
one has to remember that the pri
mary function of a growing society 
is to produce more wealth; other
wise it will not grow, and you will 
have nothing to distribute. We 
must not imagine that we have 
grown up because we have satisfied 
some text-book maxim of a hund
red years ago. We talk of natio
nalisation as if it were some kind 
of a magic remedy to every i l l . I 
believe that ultimately all the prin
cipal means of production will be 
owned by the nation, but I do not 
see why I should do something 
today which wil l hamper my pro-
gress, my increasing production, 
simply to satisfy some theoretical 
belief." 

(initiating the debate on the Second 
Plan in the Lok Sabha) 

Ends and Means 

Here is. of course, still the faith in 
things turning out in a certain way 
in the ultimate analysis; but it seems 
more by habit than by conviction; 
and, in any case, it is not clear why 
something which in the immediate 
future is useful should give way ulti
mately to its opposite and how. Nor 
do we find any clear and detailed ex
pression of where exactly the slogans 
of yesterday have gone wrong and 
how they are to be refitted to suit the 
nuclear age. But almost unconscious
ly two important changes are brought 
about. First, socialism, which is es
sentially an argument about means and 
institutional arrangements, is elevated 
to the status of an end or rather, a 
short-term expression for all desirable 
ends. And, secondly, in the realm of 
arguments about means, flexibility and 
relativity take the place of any defi
nite judgments even about the near 
future. If one wants a version of pre
sent day socialism in India with its 
all-things-to-all-men generality and 
vagueness without even a trace of the 
ordinary meaning assigned to it in the 
English language-—and in historical 

writings everywhere—one cannot do 
better than re-read the Bhubaneshwar 
resolution. It is perhaps not an acci
dent that this, on the face of i t , un
necessary attempt to redefine the so
cialist ideal after it was already en
dorsed in the Plans and elsewhere car
ries the unmistakeable mark of un-
Nehru like draftsmanship. One is al-
most reminded of the transition from 
Jnana Yoga and Karma Yoga to Bhakti 
Yoga as one descends down the scale 
of human faculties. 

Why the Change? 

The change then is unmistakeablc. 
But how to explain it? And what 
does it signify for the future? It 
would be easy to say that the change 
reflects essentially a shift in objective 
circumstances. But this hardly satis
fies. The objective circumstances in 
India after 1947 were intrinsically no 
less propitious for socialism than in, 
say, 1946. Jayaprakashji has recently 
reminded us and himself—even at 
the level of personalities, the held was 
left clear for Panditji by the death of 
the Sardar, the elevation of Rajen-
babu and the desertion of CR. Nor 
could one seriously argue that social
ism has gone further in Ceylon or 
Burma or Indonesia or Egypt because 
objective circumstances were more 
conducive to such an outcome there 
than in India. It is more to the man 
rather than to the environment that 
one must look for a deeper explana
tion. True, circumstances had chang
ed for the man also. When you arc 
called upon to govern and not merely 
to propound, compromises for the 
sake of unity or for not displeasing 
friends and benefactors at home and 
abroad become difficult to shun. That 
is why one insists on socialism being 
a national objective, on certain things 
being no longer necessary because of 
the technical revolution that has taken 
place, and so on. But these explana
tions too do not fully satisfy and are 
often intended to bend the mind 
against its natural bent and towards 
what the heart dictates. Once again, 
then, it is to the makings of the man 
that one must turn for a deeper expla
nation. 

It would be idle to pretend that at 
this stage an objective and full inter
pretation is at all easy; and it would 
be more than absurd to seek refuge 
in reference to his bourgeois upbring
ing. But we might hazard a few sug
gestions. It has already been hinted 
that Panditji came to socialism rather 
late in life and that for him socialism 
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was more an international and aes
thetic virtue rather than a national or 
a moral one. As years advance, one 
comes to things intellectually rather 
than emotionally and the surer guide 
of intellect is not usually the stea
dier. As for war and peace and the 
brotherhood of man, it was difficult 
to believe after the Second World War 
and its aftermath of a cold war that 
only the capitalist system stood be
tween chaos and world order. (In 
India, at any rate, even those who 
might have cherished such a hope 
were sadder but wiser after the events 
across the Himalayas in J 962). 

Unprepared for Austerity 

What is more, the artist and the ro
mantic in this world citizen with a 
boundless zest for life could not be 
the instrument for that measure of 
austerity and insularity which are the 
hall-mark of transition towards social
ism, whether revolutionary or reform
ist. At a practical level, socialism is 
nothing more and nothing less than 
substantive confiscation followed by 
sustained and enforced hard work 
and austerity. While Jawaharlal 
could talk of hard work with 
passion, he had little taste for aus
terity or insularity. Not the waste 
of wedding feasts so much as the 
laughter and joy it brings in the 
harshness of peasant life, not the na
tional waste in smuggled gold so much 
as the possible loss of an ancient art 
—that is his emphasis; and even dur
ing the dire clays when defence and 
development together claimed heavy 
sacrifices from the nation, the instru
ments of austerity did not, to all ap
pearances, win his sustained or un
stinted support. One delects the 
same lofty disregard of unpleasant 
necessities and attraction towards the 
elegant and orderly in his attitude to 
administration and to the civil service 

a fascinating chapter in itself for 
future historians, but one which would 
speak more of continuity and stability 
than of change or revolution. And, 
perhaps more important than every
thing else, there was the insidious in
fluence of Gandhiji restoring to revul
sion against violence the pride of 
place. It was easy enough to extol 
the violence of socialism as being less 
offensive than the violence of fascism 
or capitalism in theory, particularly 
before the war and partition. But 
after the ghastly shame of partition 
riots and the assassination of the Ma-
hatma, it was not possible to counten
ance violence, much less to unleash it 

with a fine sense of calculation about 
the probable sum-total of evil along 
alternative routes. 

Reasons for Revival 

Indeed, the real question, it would 
seem, is not why the revolutionary 
concept of socialism gave way to an 
eclectic and elusive one, but rather the 
opposite; why was the concept of so
cialism revived at all officially in 
1954 after it had remained dormant 
for so many years! Once again, it 
would be irrelevant to invoke objec
tive circumstances pressing towards 
this outcome; the atmosphere in 1954, 
despite its somewhat heavy crop of 
labour disputes, was hardly surcharg
ed with revolutionary fervour. This 
too was the act of the man. Maybe, 
the revival was for old times' sake. 
May be, it was once again an aspect 
more of foreign rather than domestic 
policy, an instrument for retaining 
and enhancing the country's influence 
among the Afro-Asian non-aligned 
drifting progressively towards social
ism or a means of holding one's head 
high and of risisting crude pressures 
from the aid-giving West. It seems 
most probable that the revival of the 
socialist idea was a calculated attempt 
to ensure that the Indian society did 
not drift too decisively towards the 
right, thus compromising its position 
as an honest broker between the 
Communist and the Capitalist camps. 
In short, when there were so many 
natural pressures pulling the Indian 
society towards the right, one had to 
pitch the objective to the left of the 
centre to be reasonably sure of re
maining on the middle path. Whether 
valid or not as an interpretation of the 
past, this line of thought has certain
ly relevance for the after-Nehru era 
already upon us. 

For, the simple fact is that the so
cialist legacy of Jawaharial Nehru is 
not that strong or substantial a plant 
as would withstand the prevailing 
winds from the right without further 
prop. It: was Alfred Marshall who 
said that ideas were the most "real" 
of the gifts that each generation re
ceives from its predecessors. But at 
the level of an idea, the socialism of 
the Nehru era has emerged as a rather 
weak and hollow reed in which one 
can blow almost any kind of music. 
In its concrete achievements, the so
cialism of the Nehru era can certainly 
lay claim to a respectable degree of 
public ownership of the means of pro
duction in the sphere of basic indus

tries. But amidst the vast ocean of 
private property in land, buildings, 
commerce, small industry and a major 
part of large industry as well, the pre
vailing tone of social behaviour is un-
mistakeably that of acquisitiveness and 
private profit. What is more, these 
erstwhile vices arc increasingly-—and 
rightly—acclaimed as necessary agents 
of progress. The future of the public 
sector even in large scale industries, 
while reasonably assured, cannot cer
tainly be guaranteed so far as being 
one of pre-eminence. The very fact 
that practically all public industry 
has relied so far for finance on foreign 
aid and borrowing of the voluntary 
savings of the people—rather than an 
tax surpluses or profits or confisca
tion—is a pointer to an uncertain fu
ture. One can say. if one is so inclin
ed, that socialism has come to stay in 
India. But so has capitalism. And in 
this uneasy coalition, irrespective of 
who presides officially, the strident 
voice is undoubtedly that of the capi
talist majority. 

Future of the Legacy 

In a real sense then, the future of 
the Indian society and with that the 
social legacy of Jawaharlal Nehru re
main yet to be determined and defined. 
If the present generation brings off 
the rather difficult task of driving to 
the goal of plenty for the masses in 
the double harness of capitalism and 
socialism, future historians might well 
define Panditji's legacy as one essen
tially of saving democracy and capi
talism in this ancient land. If we muff 
it all up and are unable to march de-
cisively forward along any route, the 
blame perhaps wil l be rightly and en
tirely laid at our door. But it is onlY 
in the unlikely event of our exchang
ing smoothly the present double har
ness for an essentially socialist one 
without losing the momentum of pro
gress towards mass plenty that his
tory will speak of the Nehru legacy 
of a peaceful march towards socialism 
in India. And. to complete the pic
ture, lei us add that in case socialism 
comes to India after a sharp break 
and violence, throwing things totally 
out of gear for a while t i l l some one 
picks up the threads of hard work and 
austerity once again, the credit or dis
credit for it will surely belong to a 
leader who if already born, has yet to 
force himself on public attention. For 
the truly great apparently, there is no 
escape from being judged at least in 
part by the wisdom or folly of suc
ceeding generations! 
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