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I 4.0 OBJECTIVES 

This unit is meant to introduce you to the prose writing of Jawaharlal Nehru as 
cxcmplified in his Autobiography; (ii) through a study of a sampling from his 
Azrrobiography to familiarise you with the distinctive features of his prose style, and 
(iii) to enable you to place Nehru's writings in the context of the non-fictional prose 
written by other Indian writers of the twentieth century and those who are writing 
now. 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

Nehru is among the most distinguished Indians of the 2 0 ~  century. As one of the 
makers of modem India, his life merges with the life of the nation. Inevitably, a study 
of his writings becomes not only a study of the man but also of the history of modem 
India. 

C 

Nehru's writings reflect his dynamism, his catholic taste and his broad sympathies, 
his freedom for cant and hypocrisy, and his sensitive use of words. 

C- 

We would like you to first read the extracts from Nehru's Autobiography, 6 chapters 
in all which are preseribed for you and then form your own judgement about his 
writing. Do read other chapters also if you have time. In any case compare them with 
the writings of others. This will help you to discover the similarities and differences 
among them and also to identify their special features. 
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 on-~icfional Rose 4.2 NEHRU-LIFE AND WRITINGS 

4.2.1 Life 

Nebru (1889-1964): The bare facts a b u t  Nehru's life can tie told quickly. 
Born to rich Kashmiri parents, he M an exclusive education, first at home at the 
hands of governesses and then at Harrow and Cambridge and the Inner Temple. Soon 
after his return fronl England he plunged intcr the nationalistic struggle, went to jail a 
number of times, became President of the Indian National Congress, took a leading 
part in the negotiations that culminated in the freedom of the country and headed the 
Interim Government. He was Prime Minister of free India from August 1947 till his 
death on 27 May 1964. 

Sawaharlal Nebru (1889-1964) 

In case you are interested in more details, you could consult a biography afNehm9s. 

4.2.2 Writings 

Three main books of N e w s  which we owe to his prison days are: 

An Aurobiography (1 936) 
Glimpses of World hfistory (1939) 
The Discovery of lndica (1946) 

Glimpses of WorldHistory first published in 1934-35 in two volumes contains. as the 
title page says,, "Further letters to his daughter, written in prison, and containins a 
rambling account of history for young people." 

Tom Wintringham in his tribute to N e b  included in collection called Ab~ncrndan 
Granth called the book "bettsr history" and "better English". He said: "If in the 
&re some Indian children are to learn English they will do well to insist that they 
are taught from these Glimpses rather than from Mamulay or from Gibbon." 

The Discovery of India (1946) 

Written in Ahmednagar jail in five months, the book contains Nehru's reflections on 
life in general and on India in particular. The discovery of the title obviously took 
place during the 1936 whirlwind election tour of India. Chalapathi Rao in hls 
Jawahurlal Nehru (1973) says: 'There has been no better book about the cultural 
unity of India or the continuity of Indian civilization and it is monumental in 
conception, a book that deserves to be richly illustrated." Chalapathi Rao was right. 
The book was make into a beautiful film in Hindi, Bharat Ek Khoj by Shyarn 
Benegal. 



4.3 THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY Jawaharlal Nehru 

4.3.1 Preliminary Remarks 

Nehru did most of his serious writing during his prison terms. His Autobiogrbphy 
was written entirely in jail in a period of less than 9 months from June 1934 to 
February 1935 or 1 4 ' ~  February 1935 to be precise. As he explains in chapter LXIV, 
the task was begun in Dehra Gaol and completed in the District Gaol, Almora. The 
result was a massive manuscript of 976 pages and Nehru must have worked furiously 
at it. 

Prison is central to Nehru's experience and the original title suggested by the author 
was In and Out ofPri.son with a sub-title An Autobiographical Narrative with 
rnzlsings on recent events in India. It was finally published under the bare title An 
~zlrohioyrcphy by John Lane The Bodley Head of London in April 1936. This 
included a postscript dated 25 October 1935 that he wrote at Badenweiler in 
Switzerland where he had gone for the treatment of his wife. Nehru obviously 
prepared the manuscript for publication in Badenweiler, for the preface to the first 
edition is dated 2 January 1936. 

Thc book is dedicated to his wife Kamala who had died a few weeks before its 
publication. 

4.3.2 Genesis of the Autobiography 

HOW did the narrative come to be written? 

Nehru explains the genesis of the book at two places - once in chapter LXIV dealing 
wit11 'Dehra Gaol Again' and in the preface to the first edition of the book. His 
primary purpose he says, was two-fold. It was to give himself a definite task that 
would fill in the long solitude ofjail life and woulddivert his mind from worry and 
depression. It was also an attempt at understanding - understanding the past events 
with which he has been connected and understanding his own responses to them and 
thereby trace his own mental development. In, Dehra Gaol Again, he explains the 
mood of self-questioning in which the narrative began. "Distressed with the present, I 
began thinking of the past, of what had happened politically in India since I began to 
take part in public affairs. How far had we been right in what we had done? How far 
wrong'? It struck me that my thinking would be more orderly and helpful if I put it 
down on paper" (559). At the end of chapter xxviii we find Nehru asking again; 
"Why an1 I writing all this here in prison?. . . I write down my past feelings and 
experiences in the hope this may bring me some peace and psychic satisfaction." 
(208) 

His account is clearly and self-confessedly "egotistical" and selective. "I must warn 
him [the reader], therefore that this account is wholly one-sided and, inevitably, 
cgotistical; many important happenings have been completely ignored and many 
important persons, who shaped events, have hardly been mentioned.. . .a personal 
account can claim this indulgence. "(xv-xvi) 

4.3.3 The Autobiography as a narrative 

Jonathan Culler has suggested several elements that need to be taken into account for 
analysing a narrative. These are: 

Who is the narrator? 
Who constitutes the audience? 
When was the narrative written? 
What is the time gap between the events described and the recalling of the events? 



.Nan-Fi&clronal Prose The narrator of course is Nehru himself and he writes of past events in which he has 
played a part and of persons with whom he has been connected. 

Every narrative has an audience and this is true for personal diaries as well as for less 
personal narratives. Given the self-clarificatory nature of his narrative, it comes as no 
surprise that Nehru should disclaim any intention of having any deliberate audience 
in view. But he hastens to add that his audience consisted of his own countqmen and 
countrywomen. Thls partly accounts for the generally intimate tone of the narrative. 
He knows that he enjoys the confidence of his people and is confident that what hc 
writes about the country's turbulent years will interest them. 

Nehru's autobiographical narrative takes the story of his years upto February 1935 
when he was 45. 

Like many narratives, this one tries to describe his moods and thoughts at thc time of 
each event, "to represent as far as I could my feelings on the occasion." But he 
concedes that "It is difficult to recapture a past mood, and it is not easy to forgd 
subsequent happenings" And that "later ideas must inevitably have coloured my 
account of earlier days". (596) 

This preliminary discussion should help you to approach the Autobiogrphy-with 
great understanding and formulate your own views about the book. 

4.4 CHAPTERWISE ANALYSIS 

4.4.1 Chapter 1: DescentfromKashmir,(p 1-5) 

In the first chapter Nehru describes his lonely childhood in a large prosperous familv 
and also narrates the story of his Kashmiri origins from that an ancestor named Raj 
Kaul, who probably migrated to Delhi at Emperor Farukhsiar's instance. 

Nehru opens and closes his autobiographical narrative with apt quotations.The 
opening quotation from Abraham Cowley refers to the dilemma of an autobiographcr. 
His task, as Cowley says, is both hard and nice, nice perhaps because it grates his 
own heart to say anything of disparagement, and hard because it, grates the reader's 
ears to hear anything of praise for him. The closing epigraph from Talmud talks of 
the essential incompleteness of human labour. 

Comments 

The whole account of his early childhood and of his descent from Kashmir is givcn in 
a matter of fhct manner that does not invite attention to itself. But the first sentence of 
the narrative could be called epigrammatic - "An only son of prosperous parents IS 

apt to be spoilt, specially in India" (pl) and recalls the opening of Pride and 
Prejudice and though he does not say so here or elsewhere, the whole book could bc 
seen as a refutation of the traditional wisdom. 

Most of his narrative is taken up with an account of his ancestry, which espectcd.ly 
narrows down to his fhther Motilal Nehru who succeeded eminently at the law and 
made lots of money and loved all the good things of life and took to western ways. 

In spite of his obvious admiration for his father there is no attempt to idealize him. 
One can also detect a certain obvious pride in his Kashmiri Brahrninical heritagc. 
which becomes clearer in the Epilogue. 



Nehru's account is generally marked by a fine restraint. Here he presents facts about 
his father and the possible influences on him but he refrains from drawing any 
conclusions. 

4.4.2 Chapter IV: Harrow and Cambridge (p 17-26) 

In  this chapter Nehru talks about his education in England at the expensive public 
school at Harrow. Trinity College. Cambridge and the Inner Temple. He also talks of 
the Indian students and Indian leaders he met there; of his being influenced by the 
ncsthcticism of Oscar Wilde and Walter Pater and of the brief period when he 
cultivated cspensive tastes and tried to live like "a man about town" 

Hc also writes of his agitation at the big events in Indian politics and of his vague 
dreams of playing a gallant part in the fight for freedom. Tlie chapter inevitably talks 
of his father's "moderate brand of politics and his frank dislike of religious 
nationalism". a view that Nehru himself shared. 

Comments 

Writing about himself as he was thirty years before, Nehru is disarmingly honest and 
ob-jectivc. Additionally his self-deprecating tone and his quiet sense of humour are 
likcly to appeal to the cultivated reader. Here is an early hint of Nehru's self- 
deprecating manner: "Always I had a feeling that I was not one of them [his 
classmates at Harrow], and the others must have felt the same way about me. I was 
left a little to myself. But on the whole I took my h l l  share in the games, withotit in 
m y  wccv shining a t  them, and it was, I believe recognised that I was no shirker." 
(Italics added. p 17) Later while describing himself as a new entrant to the university 
hc comes with a geni that combines amused self-deprecation with balanced phrasing: 
"With a self-conscious air I wandered about the big courts a id  narrow streets of 
Cambridge, delighted to meet a person I knew" (p 19) Still later when he tries living 
extravagantly like a 'man about town', his self-criticism becomes stronger: "I was 
merely trying to ape to some extent the prosperous but somewhat empty-headed 
Englishman who is called 'man about town'.This soft and pointless existence, 
nccdless to say, did not improve me in any way. My early enthusiasm began to tone 
down and the one thing that seemed to go up was my conceit"(ita1ics added, p 25). 

Thc self-criticism continues till the end of his chapter when he comes back to 
Bonibay after a stay of over 7 years in England as "a bit of a prig with little to 
commend me." 

Nehru's "writing is enlivened by a quiet sense of humour. Notice his dig at 
A.M.Khwaja as he got up at a public meeting in Cambridge to ask the visiting Indian 
lcader G.K. Gokhale a question: "Khwaja got up from the body of the hall and put an 
~nter~ninable question, which went on and on, till most of us had forgotten how it 
b e a n  and what it was about.,"(p.22) 

Nehru's usual weapon of criticism of those contemporaries whose conduct he did not 
approve of is irony. This is how he speaks of those who at Cambridge talked 
extremist language but ended up holding respectable jobs in British India: "Later I 
was to find that these persons were to become members of the Indian Civil Services, 
H~gh Court Judges, very staid and sober lawyers, and the like. Few of these parlour 
tircbrands took any effective part in Indian political movements subsequently ."(22) 

Besides, Nehru always has an eye for a vivid detail. Here is a very small example: 
"Eigliteen years later I was again i n  Paris when Lindberg came like a shining arrow 
from aC'ross the Atlantic." (Italics added, p. 25) 

Jawaharlal Nehru 



 on-~ictional Rose 4.4.3 Chapter VII: The Coming of Gandhiji: Satyagraha and Amritsnr 
(p 40-47) 

This chapter begins with a description of the post -World War I scene in India, of the 
air of expectancy of great constitutional changes among the middle classes and of 
unrest among the masses particularly among the peasantry. 

In spite of universal opposition, the Government passed the Rowlatt Bill that 
provided for arrest and trial -- the checks and formalities the law is supposcd to 
provide. The resulting agitation saw the emergence of Gandhiji as an all India leader 
The Jallianwalla Bagh massacre followed which sent shock waves throughout the 
country and gave a new shape and a new orientation to the national movemcnt. 

The chapter narrowing its focus gives us a fascinating glimpse of Gandhi's power of 
leadership and how he obtains the assent of Khilafat leaders who doubted the efficacy 
of his policy of non-violence. 

The chapter also gives a glimpse of the turmoil in the family caused by thc prospect 
of the arrest of a dearly beloved son on offering satyagraha against the Rowlatt Acts. 

Comments 

The following points could be made: 

1. The irony that the draconian Rowlatt Acts were not used even once dunng 
the three years of their existence is not lost upon Nehru. He observes: "Onc 
might almost think that the object of the measure [The Rowlatt Acts] was to 
bring trouble." (41) Further, the laws enacted later were far more harsh so 
much so that Nehru ironically says that the Rowlott Bills might almost be 
considered a charter of libertyU.(4 1) 

2. Honesty marks this chapter as it does the others as Nehru tries to probe the 
motives of his father's initial reaction to Gandhiji's plan of offering individual 
satyagraha. 

What good would the gaol - going of a number of individuals do. 
what pressure could it bring on the Government? Apart from these 
general considerations, what really moved him was the personal 
issue. It seemed to him preposterous that "I should go to prison. The 
trek to prison had not then begun and the idea was most repulsive [to 
the hther]. (4 1-42) 

He admires his father greatly but that does not prevent him now, as it did not prevent 
him earlier, from being critical of him. 

3. Nehru is not bitter against Englishmen, not even against Gen Dyer of the 
Jallian Walah Bagh notoriety. He of course describes the terrible event as a 
'massacre' and gives a graphic account of the murderous fire mowing down 
"people trapped within the four walls of the Bagh". But all that he does is 
first to refute Edward Thompson, a friend of Nehru's, who had suggested in 
an extenuation of Dyer's action that he (Gen. Dyer) was under the impression 
that there were other exits from the Bagh. Then he records that he overheard 
the hero of Jallianwala Bagh, as he ironically calls him, boasting in "an 
aggressive and triumphant tone' about what he had done: "He polnted out 
how he had the entire town at his mercy and he had felt like reducing the 
rebellious city to a heap of ashes, but he took pity on it and refrained." (43) 
Nehru abjures all condemnation and by way of comment simply says "1 was 
greatly shocked to hear his conversation and to observe his callous manner " 
(44) Deeds speak louder than any comment on them. 



4. Nehru's report on the meeting in Allahabad in which the Muslim leaders 
came to accept Gandhiji's creed of non-violence is interesting on two counts. 
First his account ib mildly humorous and is a testirmony of what a great leader 
c,m achieve on the strength of his earnest convictions. Szcond it contains a 
brief but sharply etched estimate of Gandhiji that one is unlikely to forget 
easily. Here is a longish extract from the chapter. 

Gandhiji addressed them and after hearing him looked even more 
frightened than before. He spoke well in his best dictatorial vein. He 
was humble but also ckar-cut and hard as a diamond, pleasant and 
soft-spoken but inflexible and terribly cam&, His eyes were mild 
and deep, but y& out of them blazed out a fierce energy and 
detemmation. (46) 

Nehru reports Gandhiji's exhortation as follows: 

This is going to be a great struggle, he said, with a very powehl adversary. 
If you want to take it up, you must be prepared to lose everything, and you 
Inus subject yollrself to the strictest rmon-violence and discipline. When war 
is declared martid law prevails. and in our non-violent struggle there will 
also have to be dictatorsfup and martial law on our side, if we are to win.. . . .. 
But as long as you choose to keep me as your lcader you must accept my 
conditio~ls, you must aecept dictatorship and the discipline of martial law. 
But that dictatorship will always be subject to your goodwill. (46) 

The crowning irony is - and the irony is not lost on Nehru - that it is tlle apostle of 
lon-violence who is using what Nehru calls "military analogies:" "Something to this 
(,ffect he said and these military analogies and the unyielding earnestness of the man 
n mde the flesh of most of his hearers creep. But Shadcat Ali was there to keep the 
t i  averers up to the mark, and when thc time for voting came the great majority of 
o.h :m quietly and shamefacedly voted for the proposit~ott, that i s  for war!"(46-47) 

! rlehru is sharply critical of Gandhiji in his Aubobtography but the view of his 
1 ~nsonality given above is unforgettable. 

4.4.4 Chapter XXX In Naini Bison (217-25) 

T his is m e  of the twelve chapters in the Aubobiogrq~hy that deal with Nehru's 
e~ge;rienees in prison. These expkriarces begin from the time of his first 
i n '  risonment during the course of which he first stayed in Aligore jail and then 
D f %dun jail and finally Almora district jrul. 

In Nnini Prison is largely reflective and sho.rvs N e h ' s  compassion for less fortwnate 
pn klners. Nehni begins realistically with a brief descri,ption of the part of the jail 
cai k,d Kuttaghar where he was conf"Ysed, the noduml jail noises he heard and of the 
inh aman practice of employing lrurnan labour-power to work a huge water pump in 
froi a of his enclosure. 

Me thr .n goes on to talk the plight of the lifers - convicts sentenced to life and how 
inbum m treatment turned drem into aut~~m3torrs respm~ive only to fear Netma 
strr essa, ; the treed to distinguish bdween hrdcned criminals and the non-ctirnjnd 
by 9s. de then goes on to point out the discn~airntion made between the facilities 
avsilabl e to European prisoners and to Indian prisoners and stresses the need for a 
mrqre h11 mane treatment of them. He also feels a sense of guilt at having an easier 
time in t'te jail. 

To wards ?he end ofthe chapter Nehv likens the eficieet but heartless administration 
of ~n 1Rmdtm pristxl with the wo.sking oft11e I3ritish go~~emment of India. 



Non-Rctional Prose The chapter closes on a personal note with Narmada Prasad Singh joining him a 
month later and then ten and a half months later his own father and Dr. Sycd 
Mahmud. 

Comments 

We shouldn't forget that prison is central to the Azrtobiography. Nehru had thought of 
calling it In and Out of Prison. Prison life meant a great deal of deprivation for 
Nehru. "One misses", he says in Chapter XIV 'Out Again', "many things in prison. 
but perhaps most of all one misses the sound of women's voices and children's" 
laughter." In Lucknow District Gaol he suddenly realised that he had not heard "a 
dog bark for seven or eight months". (98) But these experiences also result in an 
expansion of his sympathies. He becomes aware of what it means to spend long 
years in prison and of many a promising life lost in it. And of course prison life 
promotes introspection which results in the writing of the book. 

This chapter "In Naini Prison" needs to be read along with some at least of the 1 I 
other chapters on the subject. 

Nehru conveys a sense of being cooped up in prison with the help of an anonymous 
quotation. 

Referring to his circular enclosure, he wonders if a circular wall and the absencc of 
corners md angles add to a sense of captivity. During the daytime he looked 

Upon that little tent of blue 
Which prisoners call the sky, 
And at every drifting cloud that went 
With sails of silver by. 

At night he imagined "I was at the bottom of a well. Or else that part of the star-lit 
sky that I saw ceased to be real and seemed part of an artificial planetarium" (2 18). 

Nehru is compassionate towards the non-criminal prisoners herded together with 
Saidened criminals and he is guilt-ridden at receiving better treatment than most 
mlitical prisoners. But he overdoes neither. His is an informed sympathy and ho 
quotes Lewis E. Lawes the Warden of Sing Sing Prison in New York who, according 
to Nehru, says that "only 12-1/2 percent of his prison population is aggressively anti- 
social and are really bad." His simple idealism is reflected in the suggestion thaf, "a 
more sensible economic policy, more employment, more education would soon , 
empty out our prisons."(220) 

Nehru'c xperience of Indian prisoils leads him to compare them with the British rule 
in India. Both are efficient and heartless. He works out the analogy in some detail: 

r~utside, in the government of our country, we see much of this duplicated on 
a longer, though less obvious, scale. h t  there the C.W 's [convict wardcns) 
or C.0 's [Convict overseers] are known differently. They have impressive 
tities. and their liveries of office are more gorgeous. And behind thm. as in 
~r-son, stands the armed guards with weapons ever ready to enforce 
c<ir,damity. (225) 

Nehru d m  not stop there. He expands his meditations further and says that "in 
prison on-, hegins to appreciate the Marxian theory, that the ststc. ns really the 
coercive apparam: :~*eant to enforce the will of a group t h ~ "  '*'.ls the 
government. " (2 25) 



In chapter LII, Nehru uses another analogy to depict India's plight. He compares Jawaharlrl Nehru 
India to an "enormous country-house ... that they [the British] owned," and expands it 
to some extent. 

4.4.5 Chapter L IV: The Record of British Rule (433-49) 

Nehru's views on Englishmen and on English rule are widespread throughout the 
Autobiography. While he resented the presence and behaviour of English rulers, he 
says he had no feelings whatever against individual Englishmen. "In my heart I 
rather admired the English." (6) Later he reported a story that accounted for his 
father's "anti-British politics of his being refused membership of a English Club, 
adding: " As individuals we had usually met with courtesy fiom the Englishman and 
we got as well with him, though, like all Indians, we were no doubt racially conscious 
of subjection and resented it bitterly.' (101) In the chapter on Whut is Religion? he 
censures the Church of England which has served the purpose of British imperialism 
and has sought to justify its predatory policy in Asia and Africa. (376) His censure of 
British rule goes to the extent of calling the Government of India metaphorically as 
one big efficiently run but heartless prison. 

In this chapter Nehru subjects the record of British rule in India to a searching and 
systematic d y s i s .  He states the different claims made for the British rule in India 
and then examines each one of them giving credit and blame where each is due. 
Most of all while he is grateful to the British for the one splendid gift of science and 
its rich offspring i.e. industry, he ensures them for encouraging disruptwe, 
obscurantist, reactionary and sectarian elements in the country. But more than the 
deficiencies of the British he is critical of the failings of Indians themselves. 

Comments 

The Autobiography offers several kinds of writing, narrative, descriptive, reflective 
and wgun~entative and often a combination of two or more kinds. This chapter 
entitled The Recod of British rule shows Nehru at his argumentative best. But 
though he presents his case like a skillfbl lawyer, he is more interested in discovering 
the truth rather than in winning it 

Nehru begins by stating the British point of view and he does so in the words of the 
Joint Parliamentary Committee on Indian Constitutional Reform (1934) which could 
be expected to gut the British case in strong terms. 

The Report credits the Government with establishing political unity, the rule of law 
and a just and efficient administration and indeed with fostering the first beginnings 
of nationalism. 

Nehru concedes that the British first opened India's" window to the West and bought 
her one aspect of Western industrialism and science. But having done it, Nehru says, 
they throttled the fimre industrial growth of the country. Thereby they delayed 
political growth and in fact preserved outdated feudal relics in the country. 

Further, it has been claimed that the educational and material progress in the country 
has been greater during the British period than at any other period of her long history. 
But progress in these fields in almost every country has been tremendous during the 
past century. We need to be grateful to the British for the benefits of railways, 
telegraphs, telephone and the wireless but these things m e  to us primarily to 
strengthen the British rule. 

The fault lay with the British concept of &ling India which was the police concept. 
The Government job was only to protect the state. The economic need of the citizens 
were sacrificed to British interests. 



Non-Ftctiond Rose Nehru then examines the merit ofthe British claiin of having fostered political unity. 
" Unity is a good thing." N e h  agrees but, ''unity in subjection is hardly to be ,proud 
of' Political unity came a b u t  as a side-product of the British empire's progress but 
when that unity challenged the alien rule the rulers promoted disunity and 
sec.tarianisrn. Likewise, peace is n=essary for progress, but peace imposed by 'an 
alien conqueror has hardly the resthl quality of the real peace. On the contraq 
quoting William James, he applauds war or rather the moral equivalent of war 
because it f&rs virtues like fidelity, cohesiveness, tenacity, heroism and several 
other virtues. 

N e h  then procgRds to examine the British claim of progress in India. There have 
been big changes in India--railway, irrigation, fatories, schools, colleges and huge 
government offices but Indla, aceording to N e h ,  is still a servile state. He thcn 
proposes a vital test of progress--the wellbeing of the people as a whole and from this 
point of view "India makes a terribly poor show t h y . "  (437) 

At this point he raises his voice and asks a series of rhetorical questions. 

We read of great schemes of utlemployment relief and the alleviation of 
distress in other countries; what of' our scares of millions of' unemploytd and 
the distress that is widespread and p c m e n t ?  We read also of housing 
schemes elsewhere; where are tbe houses of hundreds of millions of our 
people, who live in mud huts or have no shelter at all? May we not envy the 
lot of other countries where education, sanitation, medical relief, cultural 
fszcilities and production advance is rapidly ahead, while we remain where we 
were, or plod wearily along at h e  pace of a snail?" (437-38) 

Then he focuses on Russia, l3ackwa.d Turkey and Fascist Italy all of which made 
giant strides towards widespread Sitcracy ending with the words of the Italian ' 

Education Minister &Mile who called for "'a frontal attack on illiteracy". That 
gangrenous plague, which: is rottitig our body politic, must be extivated with a hot 
iron." (438) Nehru's own comment is sharp and ironical. 

Hard words, unseemly for a drawing rooan,. . . We are polite, here and use more 
rounded phrases. We move warily and exhaust our energies in commissions and 
committees." (438) Prophetic words these for they seem to script the course that 
governments have taken in modern India. 

Nehru refers to the India of his day as "a poor and dismal sight", particularly to the 
grinding poverty of the Indian p a a n t  and quotes 10 lines from the American poet E. 
Marbun, that highlight his woes. But he does not absolve Indims of all 
responsibility for their plight which he says, are the inevitable consequences of thcir 
own weaknesses. 

Nehru is very caustic about the virtues imputed to the civil services, 

Hierophants of the sacxed mysteries of government, they will guard thc 
temple and prevent the vulgar from entering its holy precincts. Giadually, as 
we make ourselves worthy of the privilege, they will remove the veils, one 
after mother till, in some h n ~ r e  age, even the holy of holies stands uncovered 
to wondering and reverent eyes." (440) 

He then questions the views of Major D. Graham Pole, formerly a Labour member of 
British Parliament, who t ab  of the indisputable ability and efficiency of the Indian 
Civil Service. The ICS consists of men, Nehru says, who are on the whole mediocre 
and who are out of tune with the spirit of changing times. He quotes the example of 

'. the crisis of the civil disobedience movement saying that they came out poorly of the 
crisis. 



India's poverty, according to the ICS, Nehru says, is blamed on her social customs, Jawahnrlal Nchru 
their hanlns and moneylenders and above all her population. But he says, we ignore 
"the greatest bania of all-the British government". About over- population, he says, 
that the much advertised increase of population in India has been at a much lower rate 
than in the West and that as in the West limiting factors are likely to check population 
increase in India also. 

At this stage in the argument Nehru with the prescience of a statesman looks forward 
to the time when India will be free and will need the services of many ICS men both 
lnd~an and foreign but he is categorical in saying that no new order can be built so 
long as the spirit of ICS pervades our administration. 

Towards the end Nehru devotes some attention to the Defence Services and shows up 
thc follies of generals and admirals quoting from Lloyd Genge's War Memoirs. 

At the end Nehru repeats the question he asked in the fist sentence: "What has been 
the record of British rule in India?" 

Since the whole chapter is written in a heightened tone, he resorts to rhetoric: "Who 
are we to complain of its deficiencies when they were but the consequences of our 
own failings?" And two sentences later: "Are we to complain of the cyclone that 
uproots us and hurts us about, or the cold wind that makes us shiver?" (449) 

He ends the chapter with a appeal to forget the past and move forward to the hture: 

Let us have done with the past and its bickering and face the future. To the 
British we must be grateful for one splendid gift of which they were the 
beares, the gift of science and its rich offspring. It is difficult, however, to 
forget or view with equanimity the efforts of the British Government in India 
to encourage the disruptive, obscurantist, reactionary, sectariati, and 
opportunist elements in the country. Perhaps that too is a needed test a d  
challenge for us, and before India is reborn it will have to go through again 
and again the$re that cleanses and tempers and 621rh up the weak, the 
impure and the corrupt. " (449) 

Nehru is not over fond of using metaphors and images but the image of fire that bums 
and cleanses and tempers is singularly apt in the context in which he was writing. 
The image reminds us Indians of Sita's fire ordeal that tested her chastity but it could 
remind Westerners oftthe fire of purgatory. It is characteristic of Nehru to have used 
an image having implications across cultures. 

4.4.6 Chapter LXVIII: Epilogue (595-97) 

Nehru ends as he had begun with an epigraph. The initial epigraph from Abraham 
Cowley spoke of the difficulties of an autobiographer. Theqresent epigraph from 
Talmud draws attention to the essential incompletness of human endeavor. 

Nehru records that the immediate labour i.e, the autobiographical narrative has been 
completed but he is over 45 and so many more years of life have to be lived. 

His mood is reminiscent. He tries to sum up how he has been a part of a great mass 
movement: "Sometimes we were fortunate enough to that fullness of life which 
comes from attempting to.fit ideals with action." (595) Life, he says, has been an 
" a d v h r e  of absorbing interest" where there is so much to learn. But he would not 
have it any different. 

In Chapter LXIV Dehra Gaol Again he tells how he came to write the narrative. 
(559). Here he speaks about the difficulties of writing: 



Non-Fictional Prose It is difficult to recapture a past mood, and it is not easy to forget subsequent 
happenings. Later ideas thus must inevitably have coloured my account of 
earlier days.. . " (596) 

The tentativeness suggested here is welcome as it leaves the final evaluation to the 
reader. 

The reference to Sir C.P. Ramaswamy Aiyar is somewhat intrusive in a summing up. 
Nehru dismisses him as a fill-blooded apologist of British rule in India. But he says. 
he agrees with C.P. Ramaswamy Aiyar that "he [Nehru] does not represent mass 
feeling." 

Nehru takes this opportunity to say that he is a queer mixture of the East and West. 
"out of place everywhere, at home nowhere." (596) His thoughtsand his approach 
are, he says, more Western but India clings to him in numerable ways. Nehru is also 
proud of racial memories of generations of Brahmans. "I cannot get rid of eithcr that 
past inheritance or my recent acquisition."(596) As a result he feels a stranger and 
alien in the West but he also has "an exile's feeling in his own country". This is 
candour at its disarming best. 

After expressing his ambivalent feelings, Nehru uses the metaphor of climbing 
mountains recalling Pope's words in An Essay on Criticism. He then says "the higher 
one goes the more laborious becomes the journey and the summit recedes into the 
clouds. Yet the climbing is worth the effort and has its own joy and satisfi-rctron. 
(597) 

So pleas'd at first he tow'ring Alps we try, 
Mount over the vales, and see to head the sky, 
Th'etemal snows appear already past, 
And the first clouds and mountains seem the last; 
But, those attained, we tremble to survey. 
The growing labour of the lengthen'd way, 
The increasing proof act tries our rnandring eyes 
Hills peep over hills, ad Alps on Alps arrive! 

Here is a proof, if a proof, is needed,of India clinging to Nehru for the italized 
sentence echoes the teaching of Gita. 

4.5 HOW THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY HAS BEEN 
RECEIVED 

The book was generally well-received in England and even those who disagreed wit11 
the point of view of the author recognised its importance and quality. Friends like 
Ellen Wilkinson, Edward Thompson and H.N Brailsford "hailed it as a basic 
utterance of one of the few great men of the time " According to The Economrst any 
understanding of the last fifteen years in Ind~a was incomplete without reading it Sir 
Standley Reed considered it to be an exceptional book. According to Nehru's 
biographer S. Gopal, the book "despite being a long and serious book, became a 
bestseller and within weeks ran into many editions." 

Nearer home Tagore praised it highly: "I have just finished reading your great book 
and I feel immensely impressed and proud of your achievement. Through all its 
details there runs a deep current of humanity which overpasses the tangles of facts 
;u~d leads us to the person who is g rea t~ than  h ~ s  deed, and truer than his 
surroundings." Perhaps the best praise has come from John Gunther who wrote in his 
best selling book Insrde Asia (1974): "Nehru's Autobiography is subtle, complex, 



discriminating, infinitely cultivated, steeped in doubt, suffused with intellectual 
passion. It is a kind of Indian Education of Herry Adams written in superlative prose- 
-hardly a dozen men alive write English as well as Nehru-and it is not only an 
autobiography of the most searching kind, but the story of a whole society, thestory 
of the life and development of a nation." 

Jawaharlal Nehru 

4.6 LET US SUM UP 

The sampling of six chapters from Nehru's Autobiography has I suppose, given you a 
fair idea of the prose style of the writer. 

Nehru's style reflects a cultivated consciousness, it is the style of a man who has read 
enormously and has absorbed a great deal of what he had read. Evidence of this is 
widespread in the book in the form of quotations used as epigraphs to chapters and 
other references. And he writes as one to whom writing came easy. Walter Cocer an 
Australian diplomat and Nehru's contemporary compliments him on his English 
saying that Nehru at his best wrote better English than "most of us born to the 
language." And he was not alone in doing so. 

Nehru is disarmingly candid about himself and he tries to be fair to his opponents and 
hardly ever loses his temper. The writing is urbane and controlled but he is 
unalterable opposed to the continuance of British imperialism in India. This passion 
to see India free colours the entire book. 

The writing is not without humour, though the issue of India's freedom does not 
afford much scope for it and it is sometimes enlivened by an apt metaphor or a 
comparison. 

4.7 GLOSSARY 

Nehru, Motilal(1861-1931): Lawyer, Congress nationalist leader. 

Harrow: 

Tripos: 

A public school at Harrow-on-the-hill, 
Middlesex and traditional rival of Eton 
college. The founding of the school goes 
back to the days of Queen Elizabeth I. 

The honours examination for the B.A degree 
at Cambridge University. 

Gandhi, Mahatma (1869-1948): Father of the Nation. 

Shaukat Ali, Maulana (1873-1938): Khilafat leader; along with his more famous 
brother M.Moharnmad Ali (1878-193 1) 
plunged into the non-coperation movement, 
later drifted away for the Congress and 
Gandhiji . 

lnner Temple: One of the two Inns of court on the site of 
the Temple in London. 

Raza Ali, Sir Syed (1882-1949): Was a khilafat leader; later joined the 
Muslim League, presiding over its Bombay' 
session, Decemb5r 1924. 



-- - - . . . 

Non-Rctiond Prose Sing Sing prison: a New York state prison built in 1825-26, 
formerly notorius for its severe discipline. 

George d. Lloyd (1863-1945): British Liberal statesman; ~ h n e  Minister of 
England 1916-26. 

Talmud: the body of Jewish civil and ceremoniel law 
and legend. 

4.8 QUESTIONS -- 

1. "Jawaharlal Nehru wrote with self-scrutiny and self-criticism but no self- 
pity." Do you agree? Discuss with reference to the excerpts from Nehru's 
Autobiography prescribed for you. 

2. Write your personal reaction to Nehru's Autobiography. 

3. Make an assessment of Nehru's prose style in his Autobiography. 
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