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ONE felt again that one was an 
Indian. One realised again that 

a l l these decades of struggle and of 
the strife that accompanied our natio
nal regeneration had yielded a people 
and their country. The spontaneous 
and immediate hartal, the complete 
close-down of cities, the deeper s t i l l 
ness and pause in the myriad villages, 
the rush for newspapers and the 
throngs around the radio sets—a nation 
had achieved identi ty in sorrow. 

The illness after Bhubaneswar had 
already in a sense deprived us of 
Nehru. The awesome energy, the flash
ing temper and the symbol of life had 
given way to the image of an utterly 
wearied man, using all the resources 
of his w i l l to live at quarter-pace. It 
was galling to know that one felt glad 
to read that he had spoken standing or 
that he had brushed aside those who 
wanted to help him to get up. 

Yet such was the man that even this 
grievous departure from his norm did 
not spell the end of hope and of ex
pectation. There was st i l l the feeling 
that if a national lead had to be given, 
if some subtle and strategic manoeuvre 
had to be executed it would be done 
and Nehru would do i t . The complex 
method of dealing wi th Abdullah and 
the first signs that some gain was in 
the offing only confirmed the impres
sion that the man, though physically 
weakened, yet remained fully alive 
wi th imaginative vision. The news of 
the size of the Fourth Plan and the 
fact of his promise to be available for 
guiding the deliberations of the Plan
ning Commission underlined this im
pression. 

A n d now Nehru is dead. The natio
nal loss is obvious enough. The sense 
of dearth, of the closing in of the age 
of mediocrity, of petty politics, is hard, 
real and inescapable. Far greater, how
ever, is the sense of personal depriva
t ion of persons of the widest possible 
social strata. This personal grief seems 
greater and deeper even than when 
the Mahatma was struck down. Gan-
dhij i was never Mohandas, except per
haps to a very few. Nehru was Jawa-
harlal, even after the long years of 
charisma. 

The Mahatma uplifted, blessed and 
baffled. Nehru taught, scolded and 
angered. In any event, there is nobody 
left now on the national scene who is 
big enough and has done enough to 
win the r ight not only to the people's 
applause but to the people's impatience 

and anger. For, after all , anger comes 
from expectation and from confident 
love. And anger means that there is 
no despondency nor cynicism. 

Socialist Orientation 
A l l this is based on achievement. It 

is stupid to imagine that such feelings 
of depth and yet of nationwide dimen
sions can be the result of endearing 
or challenging personal qualities 
alone. Nehru, undoubtedly, had such 
qualities in a measure that is given to 
a very few. But it is the use that he 
made of his qualities and of his op
portunities that gave h im his place of 
reign. 

It was his work to give an interna
tional and a socialist orientation to 
the entire national movement. Inter
nationalists there were before him and 
at the same time. So also socialists 
both prior to and contemporaneous 
wi th h im. But it was his achievement 
to give it the force of national ac
ceptance. After freedom — non-
alignment, planning and secular de
mocracy. These were the gifts in the 
giving of which he enriched the na
t ion and himself. It was because of 
these that the charisma came, the em
bodiment of an epoch. It was by 
these standards that he was judged 
and when he faltered or deviated the 
people were hurt and angry. The sym
bol of radical democracy in an age of 
radicalism — that was Nehru. 

Are all these achievements final? Is 
there no possibility of a throwback? 
So long as he remained the sheer 
weight of his mass influence seemed 
to give, and in large measure really 
gave, finality to the achievement even 
when it did not ensure the ful l po
tentiality of ineradicable achievement. 
More could have been done, very 
much more needed to be done. But a 
vantage point, a firm toehold had been 
established. 

Wi th his death and wi th the dis
unity and querulousness wi th in the 
Left, the possibility of a throwback 
cannot be ruled out. A certain gnaw
ing at the vitals of the achievement, 
of the midway position towards a 
modern democracy, has been going on 
and can quite easily accelerate. The 
death of Nehru raises in all sharpness 
the need for unity to defend what he 
led the nation to achieve. 

Yet this does not seem to be the 
main danger. Even when Nehru was 
alive, in his last two years, there was 
a sense of marking time, a loss of 

momentum in the form not only of a 
sluggish growth-rate but even more 
so in the shape of social inertia, of a 
failure to innovate and to radicalise. 
India seemed to remain not only eco
nomically underdeveloped but back
ward in democratic change. A whole 
number of countries jumped ahead of 
her — the curse of her earlier and 
more extensive capitalism. 

W i t h the lack of Nehru it could be 
that this sluggishness w i l l become 
stagnation, that the cowardice that 
quailed before the prospect of rapid 
radicalism w i l l become easy virtue. 
Not to bui ld on his achievement but 
to rest on it — there is the challenge 
of his death. 

It is all reflected in the squabbling 
for succession. That there would be 
a fair amount of squabbling was to 
be expected. The significance lies in 
the nature of the contenders. Nanda 
is underlined repeatedly as a tempo
rary Premier and his continuation, if 
at all it comes about, is to be an act 
of sheer convenience. The real candi
dates are Morarji and Lal Bahadur. 
The contest is between an avowed 
Rightist and a personality of the Cen
tre who veers to the Right. Whoever 
wins in the tussle, it is a tragic fact 
that Nehru's successor (unless, by 
some odd quirk, Nanda is kept on) 
wi l l be not only a mediocrity but 
more than a l i t t le distant from any 
normal concept of radicalism. 

It is a shame and worse that nobo
dy who is publicly associated w i t h the 
radical ideas and image of Nehru 
seems to be in any position to be able 
to come forward even as a possible 
successor. Neither the Congress par
ty nor, it would seem, the people in 
general see anything anomalous in all 
this. It appears to be as natural as 
Nehru succeeding Gandhiji . This is 
the real danger. Mediocri ty w i l l be 
the manifestation of stagnation, of a 
loss of national nerve. 

This cannot last. The wor ld moves 
too fast. India needs to move even 
faster only to catch up and keep 
abreast. The contradictions can no 
longer be kept at bay. The time is 
not propitious nor is there any man 
of calibre left who can hold the 
scales even, when they desperately 
need tipping. The appearance of equi-

*This was wri t ten before Shastri's 
election as leader of the Congress 
Parliamentary Party. 
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l ib r ium that Nehru was able to im
pose for so long cannot be maintained 
by a Lai Bahadur to say nothing of a 
Morar j i . 

Does this mean a quick and sharp 
polarisation? Not necessarily. The 
peculiarity of Indian politics over de
cades seems to be not the usual pat
tern of opposed forces but of a 
moving Centre. The Centre dominates 

India because it represents the coun
try. But it is not a sti l l Centre. It 
moves. Far too slowly, far too prag
matically, yet it moves. The move
ment, hitherto, has been fair ly 
consistently in the direction of radi
calism, each time the radicalism get
t ing more radical. But i t w i l l not 
move merely on its own or by the 
sheer pressure of reality. It needs a 

stimulus, a challenge and a pul l . 
For many decades this was the 

funct ion of Nehru. No person can 
now take on the job. But a collective 
can and convergent action by all those 
who realise and treasure h i m as the 
greatest awakener, as the man who 
remained so young t i l l almost the 
end because he kept his country and 
his people changing and restless. 


