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The Pathology of a Myth 
THE usual place fo r our fixed 

images of the dead, is the ref r i ­
gera tor we call our memory; thick 
blocks of ice, recollections of care­
fu l l y chosen aspects a n d moments 
w h i c h are happy in retrospect, see to 
it t ha t the image does not decom­
pose. A nation's way is different; 
it plants the dead in a hot-house of 
po l i t i ca l enthusiasm, and the result 
is rich 'foliage: rendering It i r re levant 
whether the p r i m a r y seed had ever 
bargained for this k i n d of g rowth . 
Those who were present at the fune­
r a l , and watched the bur i a l , saw the 
end of a m a n ; the beginning of the 
m y t h is w h a t they are la ter called 
upon to witness. 

The post-mortem life of a 
leader can take one of two shapes: 
he can be kept alive as a man, as 
an undying father-figure about whom 
no questions are asked, or the body 
m a y be th rown into the incinerator 
and -a book placed in the vacuum. 
In Ind ia , f o r instance, the philosophy 
of Gandhi has been found easily ex­
pendable, wh i l s t the present leader­
ship s t i l l worships, ex terna l ly nut 
sincerely, the man. The Soviet 
U n i o n may be said to provide an 
example of the other possible use 
of a dead leader: the personali ty is 
denounced but Stalin's policies are 
al tered but s l igh t ly even if the phi­
losophy is now re-named M a r x i s m -
Lenin ism. i t may be tha t in the 
choice a leadership makes between 
the dead m a n and his philosophy is 
to he found a clue to the nature and 
s t rength of his successors, i t may 
be I have not examined enough evi­
dence to pu t i t more strongly- that 
a. people which is s t i l l creative, and 
g r o w i n g has less need for an em­
balmed corpse, for its belief is tan­
gible enough; a people w i t h less 
v i t a l i t y w i l l c l ing pa the t ica l ly to the 
man, hi a photograph on every wa l l , 
his statue at every street corner. 

* * * 

It Is quite i r re levant for the pur­
pose of this disquisition whether 
Subhas Chandra Bose, tha t ga l lan t 
p a t r i o t of Bengal , is alive or dead. 
A committee recently ' collected some 
evidence and may be expected early 
to submit i ts report to the Govern­
men t of I n d i a , I t . w i l l no t be sur­
p r i s ing if the committee's verdict is 
equivocal; i t would have been easier 
'for the leader concerned to prove 
t h a t he is al ive than it ever can be 

for a committee to prove t h a t he is 
dead. In any ease, i t is cer ta in tha t 
West Bengal w i l l reject the report 
and continue to believe w h a t she 
l ikes to Relieve. She has certain 
f ixed notions of what a t t r ibutes and 
qualities 'should he found in Subhas 
Bose, and Bengal i ingenui ty can be 
t rusted to interpret all evidence to 
the c o n t r a r y as just so much more 
conf i rmat ion of w h a t she haw always: 
Known. A typica l example of this 
was when, at the end of a meeting 
of the Congress W o r k i n g Committee, 
the late Sardar Patel anonnced tha t 
some financial assistance w o u l d be 
offered to Subhas Hose's w i d o w and 
ch i ld in Aust r ia , Nearly ten Bengali 
pol i t ic ians promptly came out w i t h 
a statement t ha t the whole story 
was a canard, invented to discredit 
the Bengal i leader. 

It. was more than the pur i tanic 
streak in the Bengali character whivh 
spoke in that .statement, a l though 
even tha t is interesting" enough; it 
was held to be incredible that so 
great a man should get mar r ied and 
raise a fami ly . Whi ls t this innate 
respect for asceticism was responsi­
ble for the people's rejection of 
Patel 's story, it is possible that the 
second rank leaders, who rushed 
w i t h the statement did so For an ad­
d i t iona l reason. They migh t have 
seen in the story a threat to the 
myth they had built up around 

personali ty, easily enlarged by his 
absence. Soon there were photo­
graphs of Mrs Hose and Miss Bose, 
there were facsimile letters f r o m 
Bose to ins elder brother (whose own 
silence seems, in retrospect, indicat ive 
of the possibili ty that he shared the 
pol i t ic ians ' fear and the whole net­
w o r k of evidence caught up w i t h , and 
closed in on, the agreeable i l lus ion . 
To this clay, however, it. is no t con­
sidered polite to ment ion the ma t t e r 
o f Bone's marriage. I t IK quite usual 
to meet people in Calcut ta who s t i l l 
do not believe tha t their idol , a con­
siderable lecider by any (standards 
could ever have got married. 

T a l k to the average Bengal i in 
Calcut ta , read any of the na t iona l i s t 
dailies, and you w i l l immedia te ly see 
the very impor tan t posit ion Subhas 
Base s t i l l occupies in the Bengal i 
m ind , Le t me repeat It , the Bengal i 
has ve ry good reasons to be proud 
of so courageous a tighter. W h a t is 
being examined here, w i t h some cau­

tion I am sure I have no t been able 
to conceal, is tha t ext ra zeal of 
which there is not an immediate ex­
planat ion in avai lable da ta . 
Beneath the who l ly justif ied pr ide 
over Subhas Bose there is something 
a k i n to the desperate possesslveness 
of a w i d o w to her son, the son w h o 
has gone abroad and has not been 
heard of for a l o n g t ime. However 
excessive the display of emotion m a y 
seem to the outside observer, it 
should also be appreciated tha t g r i e f 
in a si tuat ion smell as this can h a r d l y 
be too much- It Is not surpr is ing 
that the w idow has come to develop 
a resistance to harbingers of w h a t 
may be bad news. She awaits the 
postman as intensely aw she dreads 
hi-s approach; she questions his iden­
t i t y when he looks l ike producing 
a letter w i t h a black border. 

The analyst and I hope I have 
kept my judgments to the absolute 
m i n i m u m is not debarred f r o m 
being sympathetic, which I c la im to 
be; bu t he cannot stop there. The 
widow, when she has other young 
ones to look after, should be t o l d 
tha t her w a i t i n g for the son ' 'mis­
sing, believed dead" is an ac t of 
cruelty to her other children. I t is 
a. pi ty tha t the Shah Nawaz Commit­
tee is un l ike ly to establish Subhas 
Boae'tf death or continued existence; 
either might, have put an end to the 
uncer ta inty. I t seems certain t h a t 
Benga l s own leaders and newspapers 
w i l l never do much either to inter­
pret Bose'n absence as death or to 
forget the whole story as an unsolved 
mystery. They have a vested in te­
rest in the s tory now; they eagerly 
publ ish every idle rumour about 
"Ne ta j i a. Member of Mongol ian 
Trade Delegat ion" o r " I 'Phoned 
Ne ta j i Last N i g h t . " Al l this w o u l d 
toe perfect ly understandable in a 
t ab lo id Press, which Calcu t ta has not 
got; the newspapers are serious to 
the po in t of being dul l . Only in the 
case of the Ne t a j i m y t h is sensatio­
na l i sm indulged i n — w i t h the resul t 
tha t West Bengal has the afflictions 
of Wordwor th ' s Margare t . N o t a 
bad subject for sentimental verse, 
this, but no people in the w o r l d t o ­
day, no t even the Bengalis, can l ive 
on sentiment and poetry. The pro­
blem is not made easier by the fac t 
that there is not, today, an excess 
of poet ry a n d sentiment either in 
West Bengal . 

—Flibertigibbet 
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