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We, the People of India 
A M 

All of a sudden we stand exposed, the umbrella is no longer shading us. 
We are now acutely vulnerable, and the leaders who will guide us will not receive the indulgence which was 

the privilege of Jawaharlal — they will be rudely, continually questioned and cross-questioned on mundane, short-
term issues of gains and losses. 

The vision of the long-term will now have to be matched with the arithmetic of the short-term, which means 
that each of us, the leaders and the people, will have to do some home work, 

In the process some of the basic truths should be re-remembered. For example. 
That socialism cannot be combined with plutocracy; 
That economic development cannot be brought about without hard work and austerity; and, 
That in allowing economic and social contradictions to come to a head, we are not hindering our progress, but 
in fact hastening it. 
Despite all the gains of the last seventeen years, in many respects we have to make up for the tost time of 

these very years, during which all of us have grown a little less romantic and during which our per capita availability 
of food has not gone up by a single grain. 

C I V I L I Z A T I O N , charm and a nine-
teenth — may be even a late 

eighteenth — century style of looking 
at things. Jawaharlal Nehru would 
often taunt the Communists for being 
mentally enslaved to ideological tracts 
which were written about one hundred 
years ago, and which had therefore 
lost their context in the meandering 
unfolding of events and things during 
each succeeding generation. Perhaps 
these taunts and accusations were 
justified: the talent of communists 
for successfully obfuscating immediate 
issues and problems by spatial and 
temporal irrelevances is a demonstrable 
quantity. But one could turn the 
charge round and hurl it back at 
Nehru himself. For here was a man 
whose dream and daring and spirit for 
adventure would always ooze a margi
nal freshness, and yet whose mode of 
operation would be sluggishly quasi-
mediaeval. His behavioural reflexes 
were out of alignment, continuously 
and hopelessly, with the sparks and 
thrusts of his thought processes, and 
this is where we, the Indian people, 
come in. 

There was one great advantage in 
being born a thinker in the eight
eenth and nineteenth centuries: theo
rems and propositions could be enun-
dated without reference to empirical 
correlates. Ideas were integrals, and 
they did not interfere with one's man
ner of living. Theorems were abstrac
tions, and while some of the first premi
ses had occasional coincidence with ob
served phenomena, The conclusions 
arrived at were hardly ever loaded 
with operational significance. Either 
they would cross the t's and dot the 

i's of buried controversies, or they 
would present logically correct solu
tions to some Utopian problems. A 
lot has been written and said regard
ing the relevance of David Ricardo's 
class background for an adequate ap
preciation of his theory of class shares, 
formulated amid the holocaust of the 
Corn Law controversy, but, after all, 
when Ricardo took to economic writ
ing, he had already made his fortune 
in the stock market and turned to the 
appropriation of real estate: that is 
to say, he had outreached the holo
caust. 

Existence at Many Planes 
One major result following from this 

liberation from the discipline of ope
rational context was that one could 
exist at several planes and levels. 
Eclecticism was the all-pervading 
social vice. David Hume could take 
time off from his philosophical tracts 
to formulate the theory of inter 
national specie payments, John Stuart 
Mil l could worry simultaneously about 
representative government as well as 
the theory of reciprocal demand, 
and, in addition, be a victim of the 
charms of a socialistically-inclined 
widow; Robert Owen could amass 
wealth as a textile tycoon and still 
spare the time to dwell on the theme 
of cooperative Utopias; Fried rich En-
gels could tend to his lather's far-flung 
business interests and at the same 
time ruminate over the conditions of 
the working class in the English Mid
lands, as well as keep up a running 
correspondence with a book-worm of 
a friend who was also an amateur 
social revolutionary. 

Count the normal time-lag in the 
transhipment of the European pattern 

of behaviour to the Indian soil, so 
that Nehru's birth about coincided 
with the arrival of the latest commo
dity a Ia mode: evolving heterogene
ous thoughts weaved together with no 
consequence in a mind which is always 
aflutter. The environment was ideal: 
gracious living, secure family roots, 
the quintessence of the Bengal renais
sance reaching up and enveloping the 
whole of North India. A l l that was 
needed was a sensitive mind, with a 
vivid streak of imagination. This was 
available; Jawaharlal Nehru had 
enough of a poet in him. 

This convergence of class-roots and 
the decade of birth would explain the 
Nehru that we knew him to be, the 
Nehru who emerged. Dear Jawaharlal, 
the dilettante eternal, was continuously 
existing at several, very often anti
podal, planes; he was a part of the 
national movement, he was also at the 
same time alien to many of its totems 
and taboos; he was in British prisons, 
he was mingling with British fronds 
outside; he was attuned to the spirit 
of the Congress Socialist movement, 
but formally he would not be with 
them; almost at the same breath, he 
would discuss Lenin and Abucadnazaar, 
Yeats and Charkha, a tennis match 
and the shooting down of a terrorist 
in a Kanpur park. Even the active 
participation in and suffering for the 
independence movement had an aura 
of abstraction about it. These may 
sound as graceless harsh words : but 
the Nehrus went to prison much in 
the same style as they would adopt 
for going to a picnic. While some of 
the Nehrus were crowding the jails, 

1195 





THE ECONOMIC WEEKLY 
SPECIAL NUMBER JULY 1964 

some others of the clan were Joining 
the Indian Civil Service in demonstra-
tion of the theory of harmonious 
coexistence. One of the Nehru nieces 
has written about her childhood 
memories as an amalgam of prisons 
and chocolate bars: she has really 
summed it up in that one little neat 
phrase. The daughter of the house
hold would alternate between Sabnr-
mati and Swiss schools, and the wife 
of the British Governor would occa
sionally drop in for tea. 

Aids, this liberty with form, this 
lack of felt necessity to mould one's 
social code in accordance with one's 
ideological allegiance did win for 
Nehru short-term bourgeois plaudits, 
but the seeds for the contemporary 
Indian tragedy can be traced back to 
these early examples of Nehru's ope
rational levity. 

Contradictions cannot be bridged, 
irreconcilables by definition are beyond 
conciliation : any belief or mode of 
action in denial of these mathematical 
properties can only be the product of 
slipshod, impressionistic thinking, or 
of a deliberate refusal to analyse the 
elements in a category. The terrorists, 
for a change, attempted to hustle the 
freedom movement into an acute con-
frontation of issues : they were snuff
ed out. The socialists and the com
munists in their turn tried to think 
out the rationale of the movement in 
terms of basic socio-economic catego
ries but before they could ever try to 
overtake the system, Gandhiji had 
stepped in and converted the freedom 
struggle into a demi-religious move
ment. This proved disastrous, for, in 
the process, Muslims were completely 
alienated, resulting in the final parti
tion of the country. 

Could Inspire, But Not Lead 
What is most noteworthy is that 

Nehru, the enigma that he prided him
self to be, never felt the need to define 
his position with respect to any of these 
various emerging trends in the national 
movement. He was captivated by Gan-
dhiji and yet repelled by some of Gan-
dhiji's exploitations of religious senti
ments of the people. Similarly, Lenin 
and central planning had their charms 
for him, but he had hardly cared to 
think through the domestic and en-
vironmental implications of transform
ing the national movement into a socia
list movement. 

The British decided to withdraw in 
1947, And the darling of the Indian 
crowd was duly Installed as Prime Min

ister. There can be no question that 
India wi l l have no greater Prime Mini
ster: a man of majesty and dignity; a 
symbol of the emotional unity of the 
land; a man who could rise far above 
the pettifogging squabbles and jealou
sies of small-minded politicians; a 
man, above all, who could inspire the 
people with his vision. 

But here was the snag. Nehru could 
inspire, but it would be stretching poli
teness to suggest that he could provide 
guidance, that he could, precisely and 
in detail, provide the sense of direction. 
Here was a great Prime Minister who 
tired of detail, and who there
fore could never succeed in nego
tiating the incline from abstraction to 
realities. This was, who can dispute, 
a fatal deficiency for a nation-builder. 

Empirical exercises were outside the 
pattern of behaviour for the man who 
emerged out of a nineteenth century 
social mileu, and yet whose vision was 
altogether modern, incorrigibly twen
tieth century. The intellectual and 
emotional attraction of socialism and 
an industrially transformed India over
whelmed him; when he talked of his 
vision of an impeccably planned and 
prosperous India, it was dream and 
poetry moulded together. Unfortunately, 
for ushering both socialism and indus
trialisation, lyrical warblings are no 
substitute for hard-core thinking and 
organisation of necessary but unpleas
ant measures. 

Ends and Means 

Because the impressionistic frame of 
his mind could induce him into the be
lief that contraries can meet, Jawahar-
lal could think of effecting socialism 
with only marginal changes in the exist
ing social structure, and could also see 
no contradiction in making a deadened 
bureaucracy, which the British had nur
tured for conserving a colonial order, 
into the principal instrument for 
rapid economic growth. Because the 
ends were never quite translated from 
the realm of poetry into the contents 
of bread-and-butter reality, the means 
also could be left undefined—no exer
cise was launched to trace the organic 
links between means and ends. Thus 
Nehru could quite sincerely continue to 
believe that a plutocracy, consisting of 
the rag bag of semi-Congress politi
cians, rich landlords and affluent busi
nessmen, could make to order a social
istic pattern of society, or that a civil 
service supplied with the targets could 
immediately bring about a plethora of 
heavy industries, power supply and 

foodgrains. He had in fact never ceas
ed to wonder during his last few years 
that things did not turn out in confor
mity to his vision, and even this wonder 
had a naive, childlike, quality. 

It is a tribute to Professor Mahala-
nobis' perseverence that he could con
vince Jawaharlal that the salvation of 
a near-subsistence economy like ours, 
with a stagnant level of exports, lies in 
the accelerated building of a domestic 
equipment and heavy engineering sec
tor. But obviously the lesson did not 
go very far home, the practical impli
cations in terms of organised and insti
tutionalised determination to raise the 
domestic rate of savings eluded him. It 
cannot really be said that the burden of 
suffering for the vast majority of the 
Indian population would have been per
ceptibly any greater than what it has 
been during the last seventeen years, 
in case accent on savings and capital 
accumulation had been heavier. It is 
hardly likely that the availability of 
food would have been any less than 
what it is today. 

The Lost Years 
We thus had a Prime Minister who 

was more of a poet than a task-master, 
Economic development was given the 
connotation of a cocktail pastry, and 
socialism was reduced to an exploration 
of semantics. Issues were not allow
ed to come to a head, whether it be a 
session of the All-India Congress Com-
mittee or a meeting of the Planning 
Commission. It was genteel, reasonably 
carefree existence—until October 1962. 
The Chinese then proved to the world 
that all was not well with us. That was 
the first rude shock for Nehru, too. 

We have lost a great Prime Mini -
ster, a benevolent father figure. But 
this also means that the euphoria of 
seventeen long years has to come to an 
end too, Jawaharlal could wave his 
magic wand, and the outside world 
would listen to him with reverence and 
awe. Similarly, whatever the domestic 
difficulties, whatever the failings or 
blunders of planning and administra
tion, Jawaharlal could call in his coun
trymen, smile, beg forgiveness, and en
thral them with the magnificent poetry 
of the future. We were not making 
any genuine progress, but so long as he 
was around, we were inviolable, inviol
able by pressures and threats from 
without and within. 

A l l of a sudden, we stand exposed, 
the umbrella is no longer shading us. 
We are now acutely vulnerable, and 
the leaders who choose to guide us wi l l 
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not receive the indulgence which was 
the privilege of a JawaharLal—they wi l l 
be rudely, continually questioned and 
cross-questioned on mundane, short-
term issues of gains and losses. The 
vision of the long-term will now have to 
be matched with the arithmetic of the 
short-term, which means that each of 
us, the leaders and the people, wil l have 
to do some home work. The age of the 
charmer is gone, it is for us now to 
ring in the age of the pragmatist and 
the assiduous. In the process, some of 
the basic truths should be re-remember
ed—for example, that socialism cannot 
be combined with plutocracy, that eco
nomic development cannot be brought 
about without hard work, intense sacri
fice and travail, that in allowing social 
and economic contradictions to come to 
a head, we are not hindering our pro
gress, but, in fact, hastening it and let 
us also remember that, despite all that 
we have gained in the last seventeen 
years, in many respects we have to 
make up too for the lost time of these 
very years, during which time all of us 
have grown a little less romantic and 
during which time our per capita 
availability of food has not gone up by 
a single grain! 

Socialism: The Only Key 
I AM convinced that the only key 

to the solution of the world's 
problems and of India's problems lies 
in socialism, and when I use this word 
I do so not in a vague humanitarian 
way but in the scientific, economic 
sense. Socialism is, however, some
thing even more than an economic 
doctrine; it is a philosophy of life 
and as such also it appeals to me. I 
see no way of ending the poverty, the 
vast employment, the degradation and 
the subjection of the Indian people 
except through socialism. That invol
ves vast and revolutionary changes in 
our political and social structure, 
ending vested interests in land and in
dustry, as well as the feudal and auto
cratic Indian States system. That 
means the ending of private property, 
except in a restricted sense, and the 
replacement of the present profit sys
tem by a higher ideal of co-operative 
service... 

How does socialism fit in with the 
present ideology of the Congress? I 
do not think it does. I believe in the 
rapid industrialisation of the country 
and only thus I think will the stand

ards of the people rise substantially 
and poverty be combated. Yet, I have 
cooperated whole-heartedly in the 
past with the khadi programme and I 
hope to do so in the future because I 
believe that khadi and village indus
tries have a definite place in our pre
sent economy. They have a social, a 
political and an economic value which 
is difficult to measure but which is ap
parent enough to those who have 
studied their effects... 

The major problem of India today 
is that of the land—of rural poverty 
and unemployment and a thoroughly 
out-of-date land system. A curious 
combination of circumstances has held 
back India during the past few gene
rations and the political and economic 
garments it wears no longer fit it and 
are torn and tattered... But we can 
say with confidence that the present 
order has reached the evening of its 
day, and it is up to us to try to mould 
the future as we would like it to be... 
—From Pandit Nehru's Presidential 
Address at the Lucknow session of 
the Indian National Congress, 1936. 


