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Jawaharlal Nehru grew more and more radical during 1933-36. This was his most "Marxist" phase, 
the Indian summer of his Leftism. 

The radical Nehru produced consternation among the Indian capitalists and the Right-wing in the 
Congress. They took certain steps to counter and contain him—thereby revealing a long-term strategy 
to deal with him and others like him. 

This paper examines the radicalism of Nehru which frightened the capitalists as well as the counter-
strategy which they adopted. 

J A W A H A R L A L Nehru grew more and 
more radical during 1933-361 for vari-
ous reasons — ranging from the impact 
of the world Depression on India and 
the world and the resulting crisis and 
collapse of the capitalist system por-
tending intense social change every-
where, the culmination of his own in-
tellectual development since 1926-27 
fed by the voracious reading he did in 
jai l over 1932-35, to the defeat suffered 
by the nationalist movement during 
1932-34 and his constant incarceration 
in these years. Not only does 
he lay claim to being a revolutionary,2 

but his Leftism becomes less -and less 
vague and woolly. He begins to see 
almost every aspect of Indian politics 
in a clearer l ight at the plane of 
thought; and, of course, he does so 
wi th his usual passion. Not only ques-
tions of theory, but even questions of 
the perspectives, social content, social 
base, and political strategy of the na-
tional movement, are seen in a more 
radical, well-formed way. This is his 
most 'Marxist' phase; the Indian sum-
mer of his Leftism. His most recent 
biographer has described the Nehru of 
1927-28 as a "self-conscious revolu-
tionary radical";2 he was during 1933-
36 on the verge of becoming a Marx-
ist revolutionary anti-imperialist.4 

The transition was- long in the mak-
ing, and it was never completed. But 
its near-last phase can be said to be-
gin, systematically and publicly,5 wi th 
his articles 'Whither India' published 
in October 1933; and it came to a 
bri l l iant fruition in his Presidential 
Address to the Lucknow Congress in 
Apr i l 1936. In between, there were a 
number of speeches, articles, letters, 
prison-diaries, and the "Autobiography". 

The radical Nehru produced conster-
nation among the Indian capitalists 
and the Right-wing in the Congress. 
They took certain steps to counter and 
contain him — thereby revealing a 
long-term strategy to deal wi th him 
and others like him. This paper exami-
nes the radicalism of Nehru which 
frightened the capitalists and the coun-
ter-strategy which they therefore used. 

Nehru's commitment to socialism 
finds a clearer and sharper expression 
during 1933-36. Already he had de-
clared himself a socialist in 1929 in 
his Presidential Address to the Lahore 
Congress, but the conception of social-
ism had been rather vague.6 He was 
veering round to Marxism but there 
was as yet no 'deep absorption' of 
Marxism.7 

Now, he repeatedly justified social-
ism and communism, and he used the 
two terms synonymously; he declared 
that they had "science and logic on 
their side";8 and, in October 1933, he 
confidently answered the question 
"Whither India?" thus: "Surely to 
the great human goal of social and 
economic equality, to the ending of all 
exploitation of nation by nation and 
class by class, to national freedom with-
in the framework of an international 
co-operative socialist world federation".9 

A n d in December 1933, he wrote: 
"The true civic ideal is the socialist 
ideal, the communist ideal".10 He had 
some reservation regarding the com-
munists; he was also critical of the 
Comintern's tactics. But, in the end, 
he gave his commitment squarely to 
communism: ". . . fundamentally the 
choice before the world today is one 
between same form of Communism 
and some form of Fascism, . . . There 
is no middle road between Fascism 
and Communism. One has to choose 
between the two and I choose the 
Communist ideal."12 This commitment 
he put in unequivocal and passionate 
words at Lucknow on A p r i l 20, 1936: 
"I am convinced that the only key to 
the solution of the world's problems 
and of India's problems lies in social-
ism . . . I see no way of ending the 
poverty, the vast unemployment, the 
degradation, and the subjection of the 
Indian people except through social-
ism."13 

Nehru also defined the terms 'capi-
talism' and 'socialism' more clearly and 
scientifically. The word 'capitalism', 
he said in October 1933, could "mean 

only one th ing: the economic system 
that has developed since the industrial 
revolution . . . . capitalism means the 
developed system of production for 
profit based on private ownership of 
the means of production." Similarly, 
socialism was seen as a radically diffe-
rent social system. It was not to be 
defined "in a vague humanitarian way, 
but in the scientific, economic sense." 
It involved 'Vast and revolutionary 
changes in our polit ical and social 
structure, the ending of vested interests 
in land and industry" 1 4 In particular 
he pinpointed the attack on the pri-
vate ownership of the means of produc-
tion.1 5 Socialism meant, he told his 
Lucknow audience, "the ending of p r i -
vate property, except in a restricted 
sense, and the replacement of the pre-
sent profit system by a higher ideal of 
co-operative system."16 Moreover, one 
could not be both for socialism and 
for capitalism — i e, for "the nation-
alisation of the instruments of produc-
tion and distribution" as well as for 
their private ownership. Of course, 
there could be 'half-way houses' on the 
road, "but one can hardly have two 
contradictory and conflicting processes 
iroing on side by side. The choice must 
be made and for one who aims at so-
cialism there can be only one choice."17 

Nehru also emphasised the role of 
class analysis and class struggle. In a 
press interview on September 17, 1933, 
he said that every person should be 
enabled to "realise exactly where he 
and his class and group stand". So far 
as class struggle was concerned, he 
pointed out that it was a fact of l i fe 
and of history all over the wor ld . 
"Class struggles have always existed 
and exist today", only "people interest-
ed in maintaining the status quo try to 
hide this fact" and then accuse others 
of "fomenting class struggle". Class 
struggle, said Nehru, was not "created 
but recognised". The poli t ical task was 
to remove th e cloak used to hide the 
realitv-. Then it would be disclosed 
that "some classes dominate the social 
order, and exploit other classes", and 
the remedy would only lie "in the end-
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ing of that exploitation."18 

Going beyond economics, Nehru be-
gan to criticise even the polit ical insti-
tutions of the bourgeois social order — 
thus undermining the hegemony of the 
bourgeois poli t ical ideology structured 
by the national movement since 1880s 
and continuing through the Gandhian 
era. Though committed to poli t ical de-
mocracy and civil liberties, he was 
clear in his, mind that " i f political or 
social institutions stand in the way of 
such a change ['establishment of a so-
cialist order'], they have to be re-
moved".19 Moreover, he wrote in 19-36, 
even political democracy was acceptable 
"only in the hope that this w i l l lead 
to social democracy", for "political de-
mocracy is only the way to the goal 
and is not the final objective".20 So 
far as the establishment of socialism 
by democratic means was concerned, 
that too was not likely in practice — 
though it remained a possibility in 
theory — because "the opponents of 
socialism wi l l reject the democratic 
method when they see their power 
threatened". The democratic method 
had not succeeded anywhere so far "in 
resolving a conflict about the very basic 
structure of the State or of society. 
When this question arises, the group 
or class which controls the State-power 
does not voluntarily give it up because 
the majority demands i t . " In fact, 
"ruling powers and ruling classes have 
not been known in history to abdicate 
willingly".-1 

It was to be noted, too, he wrote 
in October 1933, that the West Euro-
pean political doctrines of democracy 
and liberty served only the capitalist 
classes. In the absence of economic 
equality, "the vote ... was of l i t t le use" 
and in practice "exploitation of man 
by man and group by group increased". 
The result was that the liberal doctrine 
of "government of the people, by the 
people and for the people" was trans-
lated in practice as "a government by 
the possessing classes for their own 
benefit". Consequently, concluded 
Nehru, even this liberal doctrine could 
be established only "when the masses 
held power, that is under socialism".22 

Nehru also began to escape from the 
Gandhian dichotomy of conversion 
versus coercion. Making a beginning 
in jail in March 1933, he told Gandhi 
that his weekly Harijan was not likely 
"to convert a single bigoted Sanatanist'", 
for, as John Stuart Mi l l had pointed out, 
" 'the convictions of the mass of man-
kind run hand in hand w i t h their 
interests or class feelings' ",23 In an 
interview to Pioneer on August 31, 

1933, he asserted that "a complete re-
construction of society on a new basis" 
meant the diversion of profits and pro-
perty from the 'haves' to the 'have-nots', 
and it could not be supposed "that 
vested interests w i l l ever voluntarily 
agree to that".24 

Taking up the theme for systematic 
treatment in October 1933, in his article 
'Whither India' , . Nehru pointed out 
that the whole principle of the State 
was based on coercion as was also the 
present social system. "Is not coercion 
and enforced conformity the very basis 
of both?" he asked. In fact, "Army, 
police, laws, prisons, taxes are all 
methods of coercion. The Zamindar 
who realises rent and often many illegal 
cesses relies on coercion, not on con-
version of the tenants. The factory 
owner who gives starvation wages does 
not rely on conversion. Hunger and 
the organised forces of the State are 
the coercive processes employed by 
both." It did not, therefore, lie in the 
mouths of the possessing classes "to talk 
of conversion". The real problem was 
to end the vested interests, to bring the 
ruling classes and their exploitation to 
an end. Even Gandhi accepted the 
principle of divesting the vested inter-
ests. But how was this to be done? 
History did not show any "instance of 
a privileged class or group or nation 
giving up its special privileges or inte-
rests wi l l ing ly" . This had always re-
quired "a measure of coercion". India 
was not going to be an exception. 
Here, too, "coercion or pressure is 
necessary to bring about political and 
social change". In fact, the non-violent 
mass movements of India since 1919 
had been precisely such processes of 
coercion or pressure; they were meant 
"to coerce the other party". Even non-
violent non-co-operation was to be 
viewed not "as a negative and passive 
method", but "as an active, dynamic, 
and forceful method of enforcing the 
mass will".25 

Nehru took up the theme again in 
his "Autobiography". There, he devot-
ed a whole chapter to gently combat-
ing this basic aspect of Gandhi's 
ideology. "Economic interests", he 
pointed out, "shape the political views 
of groups and classes. Neither reason 
nor moral considerations override these 
interests." It was, therefore, "an i l lu -
sion to imagine that a dominant 
imperialist power wil l give up its 
domination over a country, or that a 
class will give up its superior position 
and privileges, unless effective pressure, 
amounting to coercion, is exercised".26 

At the end of the chapter, he took up 

a clear-cut position: If the aim of "a 
classless society wi th equal economic 
justice and opportunity for al l" was to 
be realised, "everything that comes in 
the way wi l l have to be removed, gent-
ly if possible, forcibly if necessary. And 
there seems to be li t t le doubt that co-
ercion will often be necessary."27 

Throughout these years, he pointed 
to the inadequacy of the existing 
nationalist ideology and stressed the 
need to inculcate a new ideology, which 
would enable the people to study their 
condition scientifically.28 One reason 
for his favouring the continuation of 
the civil disobedience movement, even 
after its vir tual defeat, lay in the belief 
that the continuation of the poli t ical 
crisis favoured the spread of new ideas 
among the masses and the intelligent-
sia. 

The words 'new ideology' — found 
so often in his letters, essays, and 
speeches of the period — stood in 
reality for Marxism; for, he explicitly 
accepted the general validity of Marx-
ism as "the scientific interpretation of 
history and politics and economies" and 
as representing "scientific socialism" in 
contrast to "a vague and idealistic 
socialism."30 On May 15, 1936, he 
told the Indian Progressive Group of 
Bombay that "scientific socialism, or 
Marxism, was the only remedy for the 
ills of the world."31 On May 17, he 
told a meeting of Congress Socialists 
that history as well as the contemporary 
state of affairs "could not be explained 
except by socialism and Marxism."3 2 

Nehru accepted the entire Marxist 
analysis of the economic crisis of 
monopoly capitalism and of imperia-
lism and the need for its overthrow. 
The crisis of capitalism, he wrote in 
1933, was essentially "due to the i l l 
distribution of the world's wealth; to its 
concentration in a few hands". More-
over, "the disease seems to be of the 
essence of capitalism and grows wi th 
i t " . The heart of the matter was that 
the capitalist system was "no longer 
suited to the present methods of pro-
duction". The answer, therefore, lay in 
"a new system in keeping wi th the 
new technique"; in other words, "the 
way of socialism".33 

Nehru also made his own contem-
porary Marxist analysis of Fascism — 
and this, at a timer when many 
'general' radicals were being attracted 
by the superficially 'Leftist ' programme 
and stance, the popular base, discipline, 
and organisational success, of Fascism 
in Europe and Asia. Fascism arose, 
wrote Nehru, because the failure of 
the capitalist order had led to a 
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powerful challenge by the working 
class. "This challenge, when it has 
become dangerous, has induced the 
possessing classes to sink their petty 
differences and band themselves to-
gether to fight the common foe. This 
had led to Fascism."34 At Lucknow, 
Nehru concluded his analysis of world 
affairs by contrasting the failure of 
capitalism wi th the success of the 
socialist experiment in the Soviet 
Union and openly held up Soviet socia-
lism as the social alternative to capita-
lism.3 5 Nehru was not all praise for 
the new State. There were "defects and 
mistakes and ruthlessness."36 There was 
much there that had "pained" h im . 3 7 

Yet the "new era" was no longer "a 
dream of the future"; for, it was "tak-
ing visible vital shape" in the USSR, 
"stumbling occasionally, but ever 
marching forward."3 8 This "new order 
and a new civilisation" was "the most 
promising feature of our dismal age."39 

Having made a radical critique of 
world capitalism-imperialism, Nehru 
began to argue for the integration of 
India's anti-imperialist struggle wi th 
Asia's struggle against colonialism and 
w i t h the world struggle against capita-
lism "for the emancipation of the op-
pressed."40 In his Lucknow Address, 
Nehru developed the linkage further. 
India's problem was "but a part of the 
world problem of capitalism-imperia-
lism. " Moreover, socialism in Europe 
and America and the nationalist move-
ments in Afr ica and Asia formed a 
single camp against that of Fascism and 
imper ia l i sm. 4 1 Thus Nehru's internation-
alism of the period was politically 
significant, and quite radical; he hoped 
to use it to radicalise Indian politics, 
and to spread socialist consciousness and 
ideology among the Indian people. 

I I 

During the years 1933-36, Nehru 
increasingly extended his new ideologi-
cal grasp to the Indian national move-
ment and demanded a change in its 
basic strategy and organisational struc-
ture. 

First of all, he challenged the basic 
nationalist political strategy followed by 
the Congress leadership since the 1880s 
— i e, the strategy of advancing to-
wards political power and independence 
by stages arrived at through a series of 
compromises to be forced on the colo-
nial power through the application of 
ever-increasing political pressure. In 
previous articles, I have described this 
strategy as that of Pressure-Compro-
mise-Pressure or P-C-P.42 Under this 
strategy, political pressure, usually 

through a mass movement, is applied, 
political concessions are secured, there 
is a period of 'peaceful co-operation', 
however disguised, wi th the colonial 
political structure; while such 'goodwill ' 
prevails on both sides, preparations are 
made for another round of pressure or 
mass movements, till the cycle is re-
peated — the repetition being an up-
ward spiralling one. The political ad-
vance came, according to this strategy, 
through the political or constitutional 
actions of the constituted authority — 
i e, the British Government. Seizure of 
political power was thus ruled out by 
the inherent logic of this strategy. 

In the concrete Indian political situ-
ation of 1934-36, the dominant Cong-
ress leadership and the leadership of 
the Indian capitalist class felt that the 
stage of pressure or active struggle was 
over and the stage of compromise, co-
operation, and 'goodwill ' had to be 
ushered in. They had been quietly 
working towards a polit ical compromise, 
in fact, since the end of 1933, for the 
civil disobedience movement had defi-
nitely petered out by that time. 

In the circumstances existing at the 
time, this involved the working of 
constitutional reforms, which were 
finally promulgated in 1935. Gandhi 
appeared to be against working the re-
forms, but his policy — of leaving the 
legislative councils to those Congress-
men who wanted to work in them while 
others devoted themselves to the 'cons-
tructive programme' — virtually 
amounted to unofficial acceptance of 
the phase of compromise and co-opera-
tion. Moreover, Gandhi and the 
dominant Right-wing leadership of the 
Congress strained all their nerves to 
prevent the Congress from adopting a 
policy of office-rejection in the provin-
ces under the Act of 1935 even though 
they were vehemently denouncing the 
Act at that time.43 This is very clearly 
brought out by the encouragement that 
Gandhi gave to G D Birla to bring 
about a spirit of mutual trust and 
'personal touch' between the rulers and 
the Congress leadership in general and 
Gandhi in particular. Again and again, 
Birla — and through him, though 
virtually silently, Gandhi — assured 
British statesmen and officials that even 
the otherwise condemned reforms 
could be worked if the 'personal touch' 
between the two sides was establish-
ed 4 4 

Nehru, on the other hand, argued 
that if the aim was 'a new State' and 
not merely 'a new administration', 
power could not be gained through 
stages and wi th the co-operation of 

the ruling power,45 that the Indian na-
tional movement had reached a stage 
where there should be an uncompro-
mising opposition to and permanent 
confrontation and conflict w i t h imperia-
lism until it was overthrown.46 Tempo-
rary setbacks should lead not to co-
operation or compromise — even a 
short-term one — wi th imperialism, but 
to continued hostility to it though 
necessarily such hostility would be on 
a low key till the upswing came once 

• 4 7 again. 

First, said Nehru, the contradiction 
between imperialism and the Indian 
people was fundamental and could not, 
therefore, be resolved half-way. 
between British imperialism and Indian 
freedom there is no meeting ground 
and there can be no peace."48 This 
meant that, even if there was no mass 
movement there could be no reversion 
to a constitutional phase when the re-
forms were worked. 

Secondly, every- movement — nation-
al or social — reached sooner or 
later a stage when it endangered the 
existing order. The struggle, then, be-
came perpetual and immediate, uncon-
stitutional and illegal. No scope was 
left for further compromises. This also 
happened when "the masses enter 
politics". Nor was there a middle stage 
or middle path out of the impasse. 
"The only alternative to a continuarion" 
of the struggle was "some measure of 
co-operation wi th imperial ism/ ' But, 
at this stage in Indian and world his-
tory, any form of compromise wi th 
imperialism "would be a betrayal of 
the cause". And the answer: "the only 
way out is to struggle through to the 
other side" and to "carry on the 
struggle for freedom without compro-
mise or going back or faltering."4 9 

Nehru was also trying to impart the 
notion of the strategy of seizure of 
power — though through a non-violent 
mass movement. Real power could not 
be won gradually, through stages, "bit 
by bi t" or by "two annas or four 
annas". Either imperialism would retain 
power or the Indians would take pos-
session "of the citadel".50 Here he 
was directly posing the strategy of P-V 
( 'V for victory) against that of P-C-P. 
l ie continued to accept, in fu l l , the 
non-violent mass movement as the only 
possible method of struggle in India. 
But, for him, this method constituted 
the path of struggle and not of com-
promise and co-operation wi th imperia-
lism. He, again and again, emphasised 
the strategy of struggle — the question 
of seizure of power — rather than the 
methods of struggle which, he said, 
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were conditioned by the existing poli-
tical circumstances.51 

More concretely, he clearly saw, 
during 1935-36, that acceptance of 
office in the provinces under the A c t 
of 1935 would amount to the reversing 
of the national movement to the com-
promise phase. And he campaigned 
so vehemently against acceptance of 
office, because it was a question of 
struggle between two strategic lines. 
The struggle became bitter, precisely 
because Nehru was here challenging 
the basic strategy of Gandhi and the 
national movement. This is also why 
he was so completely defeated that he 
was never again to pose a challenge to 
Gandhi or to the dominant Congress 
leadership. 

In his Lucknow Address, he took a 
firm stand on this question which, he 
said, was of great significance since 
"behind that issue lay deep questions 
of principle" "Behind it lies", he said, 
"somewhat hidden, the question of in-
dependence itself and whether we seek 
revolutionary changes in India or are 
working for petty reform s under the 
aegis of British imperialism". Office-
acceptance "would inevitably mean our 
co-operation in some measure w i t h the 
repressive apparatus of imperialism, 
and we would become partners in this 
repression and in the exploitation of 
our people". It would mean, in prac-
tice, a surrender before imperialism. 
For Congressmen it would amount to 
giving up "the very basis and back-
ground of our existence". The Cong-
ress not only should not accept office, 
it could not afford even "to hesitate 
and waver about i t " . Acceptance of 
office by the Congress "will be a pi t 
from which it would be difficult for 
us to come out." And , lastly, such a 
step would be fatal to the effort "to 
cultivate a revolutionary mentality 
among our people",52 which was one 
of his major concerns at this time. 

On a wider plane, Nehru was oppos-
ed to giving undue importance to par-
liamentary activity in general. He 
wanted to assign to the work in the 
legislatures a purely subsidiary role in 
politics. That was useful only to the 
extent that it could be used to mobi-
lise the masses for direct mass poli t ical 
action.5 3 He also warned Congressmen 
against the Veal danger', that they 
might be tempted to tone down their 
programme and policy " in order to win 
over" for electoral purposes "the hesi-
tating and compromising groups and 
individuals;."54 One step, whereby the 
work in the legislatures could be pre-
vented from becoming "a hindrance to 

our other work", was for the Congress 
and its working Committee to control 
that work directly and to abolish the 
semi-autonomous parliamentary boards.55 

He recognised, however, that some 
form of parliamentary activity was 
bound to exist and that it must, there-
fore, be given a focus around which 
to rally without compromising with 
imperialism. Morover, the mechanism 
through which power would be grasped 
and wielded by successful nationalism 
had also to be laid before the people. 
Both purposes could be served by the 
realistic and br i l l iant slogan of the 
Constituent Assembly (CA). It was in 
1933 that Nehru had first publicly 
raised the demand that the future con-
stitution of India should be framed by 
a popularly elected Constituent Assem-
bly. The slogan of the CA was a direct 
challenge to the theory of the working 
of the existing legislative Councils — 
and hence also to the strategy of 
achieving freedom through stages and 
through poli t ical action by the rulers. 
For, the CA could meet only after 
British domination had ended. It was, 
therefore, a slogan which would 
mobilise the people for the overthrow 
of imperialism5 6 Nehru reiterated the 
demand for a Constituent Assembly at 
Lucknow, and for the same reasons. CA 
would not come, he pointed out, 
through negotiations w i t h imperialism 
or as the result of a new act of 
the British Parliament. It would be an 
expression of the seizure of power by 
the Indian people, of "at least a semi-
revolutionary situation", that is, of the 
new strategy of national struggle.57 

Nehru increasingly pointed to another 
weakness of the national movement — 
its essentially middle class and bour-
geois character.58 Even when the pol i -
tical struggle was based on the masses, 
"the backbone and leadership were 
were always supplied by the middle 
classes" 59 This produced weakness in 
several directions. It produced a vague 
nationalist feeling and ideology of 
freedom, which did not even realise 
"what form that freedom would take." 
It also produced a certain idealism, a 
mysticism, and a sort of religious re-
vivalism.6 0 Moreover, the middle 
classes looked m "two directions at the 
same time." Their members hoped to 
go up in the world even as most of 
them were being crushed by the colo-
nial economy. Consequently this 
leadership looked in "two directions at 
the same time", and vacillated during 
periods of struggle. As a propertied 
group, it was open to threats to its 
property by the Government which , 

therefore, found it easy "to bring pres-
sure on it and to exhaust its stamina" 
Middle class domination of the nation-
al movement also meant that its 
policies and ideas, and the problems it 
raised, were governed far more by "this 
middle-class outlook than by a consi-
deration of the needs of the great 
majority of the population."6 1 

The answer lay in a shift in the So-
cial base and the social character of 
the movement and of its leadership. 
The middle classes could no longer 
"claim to represent the masses". The 
movement must establish "a new link 
and a new connection". This could 
only mean the incorporation of the 
masses, "the active participation of the 
peasantry and workers ' .6 2 The basic 
step through which these changes in 
the class character of the leadership of 
the national movement, as also in its 
strategy of struggle and social content, 
would be brought about was the collec-
tive affiliation of the basic organisations 
of workers and peasants, trade unions 
and kisan sabhas, to the Congress.63 In 
addition, the Congress should encourage 
the formation of such kisan sabhas and 
trade unions and help them carry on 
day-to-day struggle around their econo-
mic demands.64 

It seemed that Nehru was beginning 
to grope towards assigning the masses 
a role different from the one assigned 
by Gandhi. Whi le Gandhi brought the 
masses into the poli t ical movement, he 
never encouraged or permit ted the 
masses to discuss and develop poli t ical 
activity on their own, leave alone en-
courage them to have their own leader-
ship. Nehru suggested both. Moreover, 
Nehru was beginning to come down 
from the realm of ideas and ideologies 
to the realm of methods of pol i t ical 
struggle and questions of organisation, 
and hence was beginning to meet 
Gandhi's m i ld taunt in his letter of 
September 14, 1933, that "you have 
emphasised the necessity of a clear 
statement of the goal" but the fact is 
"that the clearest possible definition of 
the goal and its appreciation, would 
fail to take us there if we do not know 
and utilise the means of achieving it" 65 

Nehru paid a great deal of attention 
to the question of the integration of 
social struggle wi th poli t ical struggle — 
thus redefining the very goals of the 
national movement. Of course, he identi-
fied himself fully with the mainstream 
of nationalism and its chief leader and 
spokesman, the Indian National Cong-
ress.66 He recognised that nationalism 
was the strongest force in the country.6 7 

He also accepted the multiclass charac-
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ter of the Congress as the leader of a 
national — as apart from a class — 
movement.68 At the same time, he cri-
ticised the existing dominant tendency 
to totally subordinate the social struggle 
to the poli t ical struggle — or, much 
worse, to postpone the social Struggle 
to a later period in the name of nation-
al unity and national struggle. This 
wrong tendency, he believed, was the 
result of the middle-class, bourgeois 
character of Indian nationalism. Middle-
class nationalism had tended to ignore 
the "inherent and fundamental" inter-
nal class conflicts and t r ied "to avoid 
disturbing the class divisions or the 
social 'status quo" The reason usually 
offered was that "the national issue 
must be settled first" 69 But there could 
be no genuine struggle which did not 
incorporate the social struggle of the 

7 0 masses. 

In fact, predicted Nehru in October 
1933, "polit ical and social emancipa-
tion will come together to some at 
least of the countries of Asia."71 Free-
dom of India was necessary, he said, 
precisely because the masses were hav-
ing to bear the burden of the vested 
interests of certain classes in India and 
abroad. "The achievement of freedom 
thus becomes a question . . . of divest-
ing vested interests" On the other 
hand, " i f an indigenous government 
took the place of the foreign govern-
ment and kept all the vested interests 
intact, this would not even be the sha-
dow of freedom" 72 Therefore, the 
immediate objective or goal of the free-
dom struggle had to be the ending of 
the exploitation of the Indian people. 
Politically, this meant independence 
from the foreign ruler; socially and 
economically it had to mean "the end-
ing of all special class privileges and 
vested interests" 73 

In a message to the Indian Labour 
Journal in November 1933, Nehru 
again emphasised that both the- social 
and the national struggles were basic 
and that in neither should a compro-
mise be made.74 Simultaneously, he 
urged the working class to play its due 
role in the anti-imperialist struggle. 
The workers should unite and organise, 
acquire and develop "the correct ideo-
logy" leading to a socialist programme, 
and act politically in alliance with the 
national movement with a view to "ori-
ent it in favour of the workers".75 In 
December 1933, in a speech delivered 
at the A l l - I n d i a Trade Union Congress, 
he assured the workers that, if they 
participated fully in the national struggle 
as wel l as in their own social struggle, 
they would help bring about not only 

"political freedom in India but social 
freedom also"76 

The years 1934-35 also witnessed a 
certain alienation of Nehru from the 
Right-wing leaders of the Congress, 
which could perhaps have served as a 
preliminary step towards a poli t ical 
struggle against them w i t h i n the Con-
gress. In his letter of August 13, 1934 
to Gandhi, Nehru spoke in an angry 
tone of the t r iumph of opportunism in 
the Congress and put part of the blame 
on the Working Committee which had 
"deliberately encouraged vagueness in 
the definition of our ideals and objec-
t ives" 7 7 He was angry wi th the Work-
ing Committee particularly because it 
had passed a resolution on June 18, 
1934, indirectly condemning socialism 
and socialists for practising "the neces-
sity of class war" and "confiscation of 
private property". On reading the re-
solution in jail, he had written in his 
diary on June 20, 1934: "to hell w i t h 
the Working Committee — passing 
pious and fatuous resolutions in sub-
jects it does not understand — or per-
haps understands too well "7S To 
Gandhi, he complained in August that 
"whether the Working Committee 
knows anything about the subject or 
not, it is perfectly wi l l ing to denounce 
and excommunicate" the supporters of 
socialism.79 The resolution showed "an 
astounding ignorance of the elements of 
socialism". "I t seemed", he wrote harsh-
ly, "that the overmastering desire of 
the Committee was somehow to assure 
various vested interests even at the risk 
of talking nonsense". And then, he 
turned the knife w i t h exquisite irony : 
" . . . it is oft preferred to break some 
people's hearts rather than touch others' 
pockets. Pockets are indeed more va-
luable and more cherished than hearts 
and brains and bodies and human jus-
tice and dignity! "80 In a note wri t ten at 
about the same time as the letter, he 
even suggested that the resolution was 
aimed at keeping him and other social-
ists out of the Congress. Moreover, 
while "nobody called the Congress so-
cialist", it had now "ceased to be neu-
tral on the subject. It is aggressively 
anti-socialist and politically it is more 
backward than it has been for 15 
years". Nor were the members of the 
Working Committee innocent reaction-
aries. They had passed the resolution 
"at the instigation of the Parliamentary 
Board or its leaders who want to keep 
on the safe side of the people who 
have money".81 

There was a certain growing aliena-
tion even from Gandhi. The process 
had started in ja i l in 1933. On June 4, 

he wrote in his diary: "I am afraid 
I am drif t ing further and further away 
from him mentally, in spite of my strong 
emotional attachment to h i m " . He con-
trasted Gandhi w i t h "Lenin and Co" 
to Gandhi's disadvantage and then 
wrote: "More and more I feel drawn 
to their dialectics, more and more I 
realise the gulf between Bapu and 
me .. ". Gandhi had accepted "the 
present social order". What was worse, 
he "surrounds himself w i t h men who 
are the pillars and the beneficiaries of 
this order" and who would, wi thout 
doubt, wrote Nehru wi th a touch of 
bitterness, "profit and take advantage 
of both our movement and of any con-
stitutional changes that may come". On 
his part, Nehru was quite clear: "I 
want to break from this lot completely". 
But he also knew that this was not go-
ing to be easy. "There is trouble ahead 
so far as I am personally concerned. I 
shall have to fight a stiff battle between 
rival loyalties." He knew that the 
choice was not going to be easy to 
make, and so he wrote: "Perhaps the 
happiest place for me is the goal! I 
have another three months here before 
I go out, and one can always return." 8 2 

A few weeks later, Gandhi's efforts at 
negotiations w i t h the viceroy exasperat-
ed him further. He wrote in his diary on 
July 24: "I am getting more and more 
certain that there can be no further 
polit ical co-operation between Bapu and 
me. At least not of the kind that has 
existed. We had better go our diffe-
rent ways" 83 

Nehru reacted wi th violent emotion 
to the withdrawal of the Civil Dis-
obedience Movement in A p r i l 1934, 
and even more to the reasons advanced 
by Gandhi for the wi thdrawal . He 
wrote in hi s diary on May 12, 1934: 
"How can one work with Bapu if he 
functions in this way and leaves people 
in the lurch?" 84 Earlier, on Apri l 13, 
he had wr i t t en : "I t marks an epoch 
not only in our freedom struggle but in 
my personal l ife. After 15 years I go 
my way, perhaps a solitary way lead-
ing not far."85 To Gandhi, he wrote 
in half-anguish half-anger: "I had a 
sudden and intense feeling, that some-
thing broke inside me, a bond that I 
had valued very greatly had snapped 

I have always felt a l i t t le 
lonely almost from childhood up 

But now I felt absolutely alone, 
left high and dry on a desert i s l a n d " 8 6 

In an unpublished note, he gave freer 
reign to his disillusionment and the 
feeling of a near-break w i t h Gandhi : 
'There is hardly any common ground 
between me and Bapu and the others 
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who lead the Congress today. Our ob-
jectives are different, our ideals are 
different, our spiritual outlook is diffe-
rent, and our methods are l ikely to be 
d i f f e r e n t I felt w i t h a stab of pain 
that the chords of allegiance that had 
bound me to him for many years had 
snapped." He complained of Gandhi's 
"concentration on issues other than the 
poli t ical" , of his "personal and self-
created entanglements", and of "his 
desertion (whatever the reasons) of his 
comrades in the middle of the struggle". 
After all, there was "such a thing as 
loyalty to a job undertaken and to one's 
colleagues in it , and it was pa infu l to 
find that Bapu attached l i t t le value to 
it".87 

It should also be noted that several 
chapters of the "Autobiography", wr i t -
ten during 1934-35 and published in 
1936, were an ideological polemic 
against Gandhi, even though they were 
couched in a mi ld , friendly, even re-
verential, tone. Perhaps they constitut-
ed an effort to give Indian nationalism 
a new ideological orientation. 

Thus, it seemed by the middle of 
1936, that Nehru was setting out to 
evolve a Left poli t ical alternative to 
the Gandhian leadership — an alterna-
tive that would challenge the latter in 
all basic aspects: programme and ideo-
logy, social character of the movement 
and of its leadership, and the strategy 
of its struggle. He was, moreover, be-
ginning to emerge as the leader of a 
broad socialist bloc, which was as yet 
loose and even incoherent, but which 
was getting formed around his perso-
nality. Nor did Nehru confine his new 
approach to his diary or to discussions 
in the Work ing Committee. He wrote 
extensively for journals and newspapers, 
both in English and Hindi . His articles 
were widely translated in other Indian 
languages and were often published in 
book or pamphlet form. He issued 
press statements almost daily. After 
coming back from Europe in the be-
ginning of 1936, he was busy stumping 
the country from one end to the other 
addressing vast audiences and, every-
where, attracting students and youth to 
himself. After his election to the Pre-
sidentship of the Congress in Apr i l 
1936, he got further immense opportu-
nities to form the popular mind and to 
influence poli t ical developments. 

I l l 

The new ideological and poli t ical 
approach of Nehru — in particular, its 
distinct articulation in the Presidential 
Address at the Lucknow session of the 
Congress — frightened the Indian ca-

pitalist class. Whi le the dominant and 
far-sighted pro-Congress leadership of 
the class set out to take protective 
measures to contain and confine Nehru, 
the more conservative and anti-Con-
gress sections decided to launch a fron-
tal attack. 

The first shot was fired by A D 
Shroff, Vice-President of the Indian 
MerchantA Chamber of Bombay, on 
Apr i l 28, 1934.88 Three weeks later, 
on May 18, 21 leading Bombay busi-
nessmen issued what was described by 
the newspapers as the "Bombay Mani-
festo against Jawaharlal Nehru".8 9 A 
series of individual statements by some 
of the signatories followed — by A D 
Shroff, again, in the Times of India of 
May 20, by Chimanlal Setalvad in the 
Times of India of May 28, by Cowas-
jee Jehangir in the Times of India of 
May 29, and by Homi Mody in the 
Times of India of June 1 1, 1936. A l l 
these statements received full publicity 
in the Press, and they were often re-
produced extensively or in f u l l . The 
main burden of the critique of the 21 
leading businessmen was as follows: 

Nehru was spreading the idea that 
private property was immoral and it 
did not, therefore, deserve protection 
by the State. He was thus advocating 
the "destructive and subversive pro-
gramme" of doing away w i t h private 
property and thereby jeopardising "not 
only the institution of private property 
but peaceful observance of religion and 
even personal safety". This charge was 
clearly borne out by his speech at 
Lucknow, in which he had advocated 
socialism which had been defined as 
the ending of private property and the 
profit system. He had, moreover, il-
lustrated his conception of socialism by 
describing what was happening in the 
Soviet Union as the inauguration of 
' t he new civilisation". He had thus 
argued for "the total destruction of the 
existing social and economic structure". 
Such ideas were particularly dangerous, 
because "in the present conditions and 
widespread economic misery of the 
country, they are l ikely to find ready, 
though unthinking reception" The 
masses were likely to be misled by doc-
trines leading to "disorder in course of 
time" The capitalists had hitherto play-
ed a considerable part in the develop-
ment of the national movement, but 
Nehru's activities were likely to divide 
the country and so to impede the 
achievement of self-government90 

The individual critics were worried 
by Nehru's abandonment of the con-
temporary Fabian, Labour-Party, and 
Social Democratic definitions of 'social-

ism' in favour of the clear-cut Marxist 
definition. As Chimanlal Setalvad put 
i t : "though he calls his creed socialism, 
it is really Communism and Bolshevism 
of the Russian type". Certainly, most 
people in India, said Chimanlal, would 
"welcome socialism, as it is understood 
and practised in some of the countries 
in Western Europe". In fact, many of 
the critics of Nehru's propaganda claim-
ed to be supporters of socialism if it 
meant "the more equitable distribution 
of profits between labour and capital, 
the securing of a reasonable minimum 
standard of l iv ing for all , and even in 
certain circumstances and conditions 
the nationalisation of some key indus-
tries."91 Similarly, Cowasjee Jehangir 
asserted that Nehru was "a wholehearted 
communist" and was throwing "a smoke-
screen over his propaganda by calling 
it Socialism". He was, in fact, "the 
leader of the Communistic school of 
thought of India" . The real issue in 
the debate, he said, was "whether the 
Soviet form of government is the best 
for India".92 A n d Homi Mody warned: 
"His meaning is clear and the pro-
gramme is fairly definite. First, poli-
tical independence, and then a Socialist 
State, in which vested interests, pro-
perty rights and the motives of profit 
will have no place at all. Let those 
whose minds are running in the direc-
tion of intermediate stages and pleasant 
hairing places not forget that they are 
really buying a through ticket to Mos-
cow" 93 A D Shroff criticised him for 
promoting 'class hatred' and 'class war', 
and asked the Congress to remember 
that the primary political task of the 
movement being to "obtain our pol i t i -
cal freedom", it should not disturb 
"that complete uni ty" which was need-
ed to win concessions from the British. 
The type of pronouncements made by 
Nehru at Lucknow could also harm the 
country's interests in another manner. 
They might result "in checking indus-
trial enterprise and in encouraging fl ight 
of capital from India."9 4 Homi Mody 
held up the mirror of reality to 
Nehru in one other aspect. There 
existed, he pointed out, a big contra-
diction between Nehru's ideology and 
definition of socialism and his abhor-
ence of violence and commitment to 
peaceful, non-violent methods. Nehru 
was being 'credulous' when he sug-
gested that his ideas could be imple-
mented "without a violent and catas-
trophic upheaval". _ "In what age and 
in which country", he asked, "such a 
fundamental change in the basis of so-
ciety had been brought about by a 
peaceful and bloodless revolution? " 95 

1315 



ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL WEEKLY Special Number August 1975 

Nehru's ideas had, of course, been 
known for some time, and had been 
generally ignored. But that even the 
high office of the Presidentship of the 
Congress would fail to tone him down 
was rather unexpected.96 Much worse, 
they were no longer the opinions of a 
mere individual but of the President of 
the most powerful organisation in the 
country. There was every l ikelihood 
that he would use his position and 
the prestige of his high office to 
propagate his ideas on a much larger 
scale, to "push the Congress to the 
Left" , to undermine the long-establish-
ed dominance of the bourgeois ideology 
over the national movement, and in 
general to strengthen the left alterna-
tive to Gandhi.97 The only solace so 
far was that the majority in the Con-
gress did not support h im; but tins 
situation might not last long. "The 
socialist section of the Congress was 
gaining ground", warned Chimanlal 
Setalvad, "and it may be that w i t h the 
powerful advocacy of the Pandit, they 
will capture the Congress much sooner 
than people believe" 98 

These open and stringent critics were, 
however, confined to Bombay and re-
presented mostly the traditionally pro-
Liberal or loyalist and anti-Congress 
sections of the capitalist class. Some 
of them objected not only to Nehru's 
radicalism but also to nationalist 
militancy in the form of the non-co-
operation and civil disobedience move-
ments.99 Nehru got a biographical 
analysis of the 21 signatories to be made 
and found that most of them were 
either liberals or loyalists, l inked w i t h 
the House of Tatas or w i t h foreign 
capital, or were non-entities.100 More-
over, they were hardly given any sup-
port by the other capitalists in the rest 
of the country or even in Bombay. 
Many, on the other hand, opposed them 
— as is brought out in Section IV 
below. Nehru made fu l l use of both 
these facts in his running polemic 
against the 'Bombay 21'. 

The odd man out among the 21 was 
Purshotamdas Thakurdas whose growing 
anxiety had made him sign the mani-
festo but who was, as we shall see in 
the next section, in wider agreement 
wi th the larger and more sober section 
of the capitalist class. 

IV 

The more far-sighted and pro-Con-
gress of the Indian capitalists were 
perhaps no less worried by Nehru. 
But they did not approach the task of 
setting him right or reducing his inf lu-

ence in anger. Their approach is very 
clearly brought out in letters exchanged 
during Apr i l to June 1936, between 
G D Birla, Purshotamdas Thakurdas, 
and Walchand Hirachand. 101 This 
approach was laid down in the main 
by G D Birla, the brilliant political 
leader and mentor of the Indian capital-
ist class, whose political acumen often 
bordered on that of a genius; but it 
is to be kept in view that the rest of 
the class tended to follow his lead. 
Birla's and Purshotamdas Thakurdas's 
approach to the problem of Nehru 
was a multi-pronged one. 

First, they were not immediately 
worried much by the general ideologi-
cal bent of Nehru or by his propa-
ganda in favour of socialism. Their 
chief anxiety was the challenge that 
Nehru posed to the working of the 1935 
Act by his intransigent stance against 
acceptance of office. The capitalists, on 
the other hand, were keen to digest 
the fruits of the Civil Disobedience 
Movement of 1930-33 and the result-
ing constitutional negotiations and, 
hence, to co-operate wi th the Govern-
ment. For the last two years Birla 
had been working hard behind the 
scenes, both in India and England, to 
bring about amity between the British 
officials and the Congress leadership.102 

As president of the Congress, Nehru 
was in a position to bring all this effort 
to naught and to frustrate the fu l l work-
ing of the P-C-P strategy.103 Refusal 
to accept office would lead to a conti-
nuous state of confrontation w i t h 
imperialism and would thus tend to 
shift the basic strategy of nationalism 
from the non-revolutionary strategy of 
P-C-P to the revolutionary one of P-V. 
This was, therefore, the crucial issue, 
the fulcrum-point of the Indian politics 
of the period, on which Nehru must 
be held. A l l else was just then peri-
pheral and could wait to be tackled 
later.104 

Internal evidence of Purshotamdas's 
letter of April 18, and Birla's of April 
20, indicates that Gandhi had assured 
Birla that he would prevent Nehru 
from committing the Congress to rejec-
tion of office at Lucknow. Thus, re-
ferring to the proceedings of the Luck-
now session, Purshotamdas asked Birla 
"whether you think that Mahatma's 
and your expectations have been ful-
filled"; and Birla replied that he was 
"perfectly satisfied wi th what has taken 
place". "Mahatmaji kept his promise", 
he asserted, "and without his uttering 
a word, he saw that no new commit-
ments were made."105 The last obvi-

ously referred to office acceptance or 
rejection and perhaps to the question 
of direct affiliation of the trade unions 
and kisan sabhas to the Congress. 
Birla's satisfaction was fully justified; 
for, once the Congress postponed the 
decision on acceptance of office and 
refused to commit itself to office rejec-
tion, the battle was half-won by the 
ministerialists.106 The crucial question 
in the situation was to avoid any further 
confrontation wi th imperialism, and 
even Nehru had conceded the p o i n t 
He had "confessed in his speech... that 
there was no chance of any direct 
action in the near fu ture" 1 0 7 

An allied problem was that of die 
control of the Congress organisation 
and the party machine. The President-
ship was, after all, only one position in 
the hierarchy. Here also there was 
ground for satisfaction. Out of the 14 
members of the new Working Com-
mittee 10 were Right-wingers. Or, as 
Birla put i t , Nehru's Working Com-
mittee contained "an over-whelming 
majority of 'Mahatmaji's Group' " Parti-
cularly gratifying to Birla was the 
inclusion of Rajaji in the new Working 
Committee. The control of the new 
legislatures would also be crucial. W i t h 
the right type of men there, acceptance 
of office would not be off. In this res-
pect too the picture was br ight : "the 
election which will take place wi l l be 
controlled by 'Vallabhbhai group' "108 

Birla was, therefore, convinced that 
political developments were "moving in 
the right direction". If only Lord Lin-
li thgow handled the situation properly, 
he concluded, "there is every likelihood 
of the Congressmen coming into 
o ffic e".10 9 Purshotam das Thakurdas 
agreed wi th this cheerful analysis. 110 

Secondly, Birla was quite clear that 
the battle against the socialist tenden-
cy could not be joined frontally — and 
certainly not by the capitalists them-
selves. To do so, was to fight on the 
wrong ground and thus to invite de-
feat; and those who did so were not 
friends but enemies of their class. Con-
sequently, he was very angry w i t h the 
approach of the signatories to the 
Bombay Manifesto against Nehru. In 
a letter to Walchand Hirachand, dated 
May 26, 1936, 111 he questioned the 
wisdom of his signing the manifesto 
and asserted that this act had been "in-
strumental in creating further opposi-
tion to capitalism". He upbraided 
Walchand Hirachand: "You have ren-
dered no service to your castemen." 112 

In fact, "your manifesto has done 
positive harm to the capitalist system". 
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Birla's strong feelings on the subject 
were expressed in a more restrained, 
but equally firm, manner when he 
wrote to Purshotamdas Thakurdas, his 
senior in age and standing. He had 
been "painfully surprised to see your 
name in the crowd". The manifesto 
was "liable to be seriously misinterpret-
ed". "Evidently, you did not consider 
its contents carefully", he gently 
chided his capitalist elder, "a thing 
which is against your habit. The 
manifesto has given impetus to the 
forces working against capitalism — 
another result which you did not 
intend" In other words, Purshotam-
das Thakurdas had strayed from the 
path of a far-sighted leader. 

Birla believed that, to wage a suc-
cessful struggle against the Left in the 
Congress, the correct course was to 
fight through others. This meant 
strengthening the Right-wing leaders in 
the Congress. "We all are against so-
cialism", he told Walchand Hirachand, 
but the question was who had creden-
tials to say so in public. Certainly, the 
men of property did not. " I t looks 
very crude for a man wi th property to 
say that he is opposed to expropriation 
in the wider interests of the country" 
After all, any man of property was 
bound to oppose expropriation. True, 
expropriation was against the higher 
interests of society, "but the question 
is, 'Are you or myself a fit person to 
talk?' " Who were then 'fit persons to 
talk'? "Let those who have given up 
property", said Birla, "say what you 
want to say". The task of the capita-
lists was "to strengthen" the hands of 
such persons. By doing so, "we can 
help everyone". But precisely in this 
respect, "we businessmen are so short-
sighted"; for, "even people like Vallabh-
bhai and Bhulabhai, who are fighting 
against socialism, are not being 
helped" 114 Obviously, though Birla 
named only Sardar Patel and 
Bhulabhai Desai, he had Gandhi, 
Rajaji, Rajendra Prasad, whom he had 
named in his letter of A p r i l 20, and 
other Right-wing leaders of the Cong-
ress in mind as men to be helped to 
fight against expropriation of private 
property. Once again, Purshotamdas 
Thakurdas expressed agreement wi th 
Birla's advice. 115 Nor did the advice 
fall on unwi l l ing ears. Walchand Hira-
chand promptly gave Rs one lakh to 
meet the costs of the Faizpur session 
of the Congress, presided over by 
Jawaharlal. A n d , of course, Birla prac-
tised what he preached. For years, he 
had been financing the Congress and 
Gandhi's innumerable organisations and 

giving financial help to Rajendra 
Prasad and other leaders. 116 

Birla also noted that the 'Mahatma's 
men' had delivered the goods at Luck-
now. "Rajendra Babu spoke very 
strongly and some people attacked 
Jawaharlal's ideology openly/' Nehru 
had been throughout in a small mino-
ri ty, and, what is more, "Jawaharlal's 
speech in a way was thrown into the 
waste paper basket because all the re-
solutions that were passed were against 
the spirit of his speech" 1 1 7 Birla was 
referring to the fact that both of 
Nehru's crucial proposals — for office 
rejection and for collective affiliation of 
the workers' and peasants' organisations 
wi th the Congress — were defeated. 
Birla's strategy also bore rich fruits in 
the coming months. Through a series 
of carefully managed organisational 
crises, the Congress Right-wing — 
known popularly as the 'High Com-
mand' — aided by Gandhi, curbed, 
disciplined, and tamed the fire-eating 
Nehru of the Lucknow Session. Un-
fortunately, we cannot trace this pro-
cess here, which Nehru indirectly help-
ed by fighting, bowing down, and 
sulking in turn, and by fighting the 
Right-wing on questions of manners 
and styles of functioning rather than on 
policies. 118 

The third prong of Birla's approach 
to Nehru lay in establishing a correct 
understanding of the man. Nehru was 
not to be treated as an inveterate ene-
my. He was to be properly understood 
and moulded. Answering Purshotamdas 
Thakurdas's query in his letter of A p r i l 
18, — whether Gandhi would be able 
to keep the extremist Nehru under his 
control — Birla praised Jawaharlal for 
fully realising his position of minority 
in the party and not taking advantage 
of his powers as the President Simi-
larly, he complained later that the 
wording of the Bombay manifesto had 
not done " fu l l justice to Jawaharlal" 120 

While the short-sighted had only heard 
the ringing tones of Nehru's address at 
Lucknow, Birla shrewdly noted that he 
had not been wi l l ing to fight the Right-
wing at Lucknow. "Jawaharlalji seems 
to be like a typical English democrat 
who takes defeat in a sporting spirit." 
Nor had he, noted Birla appreciatively, 
caused a split by resigning. Birla also 
recognised Nehru's basic weakness, 
that his political actions were much 
more sober and 'realistic' than his ideo-
logical flights; that, in other words, 
there was a wide gap between his 
theory and practice. "He seems to be 
out for giving expression to his ideolo-

gy, but he realises that action is impos-
sible and so does not press for i t " 1 2 1 

This understanding and appreciation of 
Nehru-Birla seemed to have imbibed 
from Gandhi, for the latter wrote to 
Agatha Harrison in Britain in the same 
vein on April 30, 1936: 

His address is a confession of his 
faith. You see from the formation of 
his 'cabinet' that he has chosen a 
majority of those who represent the 
traditional view, i e , from 1 9 2 0 . . . . 
But though Jawaharlal is extreme in 
his presentation of his methods, he is 
sober in action. So far as I know 
him, he wil l not precipitate a con-
flict. Nor will he shirk it, if it is 
forced on h i m . . . . My own feeling 
is that Jawaharlal will accept the 
decisions of the majority of nis col-
1 i?? J J 

leagues. 

Once again, Purshotamdas Thakurdas 
agreed w i t h Birla's overall estimate of 
Nehru "I never had any doubt about 
the bona fide of J", he wrote. In fact, I 
put them very high indeed." He, 
however, felt, extending the line of 
Birla's reasoning further, "that a good 
deal of nursing w i l l have to be done 
to keep J on the right rails all 
through" 123 

Other sections of the Indian capita-
list class agreed w i t h this th i rd prong 
of the Birla-Thakurdas approach, and 
they immediately set out to 'nurse' 
Nehru, Immediately after the attack of 
'the 21' was published, a host of capi-
talist associations of Bombay rose up to 
greet h i m , to present h i m addresses, 
to express their solidarity w i t h h im, 
and thus to dissociate the class as a 
whole from the manifesto against him. 
Many of them even defended his pre-
occupation wi th the cause of the wor-
kers and peasants. 

On May 18, 1936, the merchants 
and brokers of the Bombay Bull ion Ex-
change presented Nehru a purse of Rs 
1,501, eulogised about his services to 
the country, and expressed joy at the 
fact that "he had been devoting a good 
deal of his time to work in connection 
wi th the up l i f t of the peasants and 
workers of India" 1 2 4 On May 19, an 
address was presented to Nehru by 
five merchants' associations of Bombay 
— the Marwari Chamber of Commerce, 
the Hindustan Native Merchants' As-
sociation, the Bombay Cotton Brokers' 
Association, and the Bombay Grain and 
Seeds Brokers' Association.125 On May 
20, a meeting was convened by 13 
mercantile bodies at Mandavi , Bombay, 
including the Grain Merchants' Associ-
ation, the Sugar Merchants' Association, 
the Seed Merchants' Association, and 
the Bombay Grain Dealers' Association. 
Presiding over the meeting, Vel j i 
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Lukhamsay Nappoo said: "The mer-
chants might not agree w i t h all the 
Socialistic views of Pandit Nehru, but 
whatever views he would like to place 
before them, the merchants would res-
pectfully consider them."126 On the 
same day, the Country-Made Fancy 
and Grey Cotton Piecegoods Merchants' 
Association presented Nehru an add-
ress eulogising his "unceasing efforts 
for the betterment of the conditions of 
the teeming millions of workers, la-
bourers, and peasants of the country". 
In his speech of welcome, the Presi-
dent of the Association, Gordhandas 
Goculdas Morarj i said: 

.. . even though your theories of 
socialism might have stirred a section 
of the commercial community, we 
are of the opinion that our advance-
ment is inter-dependent upon the 
advancement of the m a s s e s . . . . It 
is true that certain extreme views re-
garding Marxism or Communism 
may not be acceptable to the mer-
cantile community, but looking to 
the present condition of India and 
her teeming m i l l i o n s . . . it cannot be 
denied that the reconstruction of the 
present form of society is needed.127 

The brokers of the Shri Mahajan 
Sabha also presented Nehru wi th an 
address on May 20.128 On May 22, 15 
leading businessmen of Bombay, who 
were all members of the Committee of 
the Indian Merchants Chamber, met 
Nehru to affirm their continued sup-
port to the Congress and to convince 
him that the mercantile community as 
a whole did not support the manifesto. 
They also asked him "to explain what 
he meant by socialism, when it would 
be achieved, and whether the mer-
chants w i t h their limitations could give 
their quota in the movement of socia-
lism." 

It has also to be noted that Pursho-
tamdas Thakurdas probably believed 
that, giving a sharp blow to a person 
to bring him to his senses, was part 
of the tactic of nursing him; for, nurs-
ing includes the administration of a 
bitter dose when necessary. Thus, 
while agreeing w i t h Birla's sharp cri t i-
que of the manifesto, he ascribed his 
own signatures on it to a desire to 
warn Jawaharlal against "the some-
what aggressive manner" in which he 
"was preaching socialism verging on 
communism."130 

V 

A n d what of Nehru's response? The 
Lucknow Address was both the high 
water mark and the swan song of his 
radical ism. 1 3 1 Increasingly, his time 
was taken up by the management of 
Congress affairs, and imperceptibly he 

went 'back to the role of a radical na-
tionalist. He retained some of his fee. 
Immediately after May 18, 1936, he hit 
back hard at his critics. Some of the 
later articles remind one of the Nehru 
of 1933-36. He always maintained his 
courage and manliness. But the gradu-
al abandonment of all the ground 
gained in the early 1930's continued. 
He gave up the fight to change the 
basic strategy of the Indian struggle 
for freedom and was absorbed by the 
P-C-P pattern. He was no longer to 
try to arouse the self-activity of the 
masses; he began to operate w i th in the 
ambit of the Gandhian notion of mass 
participation under strict control of the 
middle-class leadership. 

From now on, the chief role of the 
masses was to l is ten to his speeches. In 
ideology, not Marxism but a mild form 
of Fabianism became the norm, though 
once in a while there came flashes of 
his old Marxism. He also abandoned 
the strategy of uni fy ing the two strugg-
les, the polit ical and the social. The 
second remained formally joined to the 
first but increasingly receded to the 
horizon. Earlier, he had repeatedly up-
braided the Indian socialists and com-
munists for talking tall and doing noth-
ing. Now, he openly accepted that the 
social struggle would remain a verbal 
ideal and that the national struggle alone 
belonged to the realm of poli t ical 
practice. 

Why did all this happen? It is al-
ways difficult to explain changes in the 
life history of an individual. Many 
factors, forces, and events went into 
the making of the post-Lucknow Nehru. 
There were inherent weaknesses in 
Nehru's Marxism and socialist com-
mitment and in his conception of the 
revolutionary road to Independence' 
which we have not examined in the 
first two sections of this paper because 
our object was not to evaluate him as 
a socialist thinker or a revolutionary 
nationalist but to bring out those facets 
of his politics and ideology which wor-
ried and frightened the capitalist class. 

Some of these weaknesses come 
readily to m i n d : His failure to bui ld 
a poli t ical base of his own and lack of 
active work among or even contact 
wi th workers and peasants after 1936; 
his attachment and subservience to 
Gandhi which was strengthened by has 
fear of being lonely ' or isolated poli-
tically; his refusal to form a socialist 
group or join hands wi th existing ones 
or organise in any form radical activity 
outside the Congress framework; the 
weakness of the Left outside the Cong-
ress;132 his utter neglect of organisation, 

even w i th in the Congress. Psychologi-
cally, his Leftism of 1933-36 was in 
part the product of poli t ical frustration 
arising out of the defeat and demora-
lisation of the Civil Disobedience 
Movement. The excitement of elections, 
the w h i r l w i n d country-wide campaigns, 
the guidance of the party and Cong-
ress ministries, the involvement with 
China and Spain and the coming war 
all gave him a psychological boost and 
l i f ted him from the slough of depres-
sion and 'desolation' as also Leftist 
preoccupations. In other words, G D 
Birla and other capitalists had perhaps 
evaluated him as well as he himself 
had been able to do in his "Autobio-
graphy". 

At the same time, there is no doubt 
that the capitalist strategy of nursing 
him, opposing h im, and, above all, of 
supporting the Right-wing in the 
Congress also played an important role 
in f i rs t containing him and then mould-
ing him so that, by 1947, the capitalist 
class was ready to accept h i m as the 
Prime Minister of independent India 
and to co-operate wi th him in the task 
of bui ld ing up its economy along the 
capitalist path. 
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