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Abstract – Nehru Had A Naturally Metaphorical Cast Of Mind. He Is Often Found On These Pages 
Comparing History To A Great River. Indeed, He Thought A Lot About History, And Felt Keenly The 
Pressure Of History. In A Speech To The Contituent Assembly In 1947, He Imagines Himself "Standing On 
The Sword's Edge Of The Present Between The Mighty Past And The Mightier Future" - A Particularly 
Good Metaphor, Because It Suggests How Fraught With Uncertainty The Present Is, Possessing The 
Power To Cut Sharply Even As Attempts Are Made To Work With It. Elsewhere, He Likens The Taking Of 
Risks To The Exhilaration Of Climbing The Mountains, While Those Who Hold Back, Desiring Safety And 
Security, Are Seen As Living In The Valley, "With Their Unhealthy Mists And Fogs". This Metaphor Shows 
Among Other Things Nehru's Love Of Mountains, For Most Indians Would Hardly Go Along With His 
Negative Characterization Of Valleys. 

---------------------------♦----------------------------- 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROSE WRITTEN BY 
PANDIT JAWAHARLAL NEHRU AS A WRITER 

"I Am Not A Man Of Letters," Wrote Jawaharlal Nehru 
In One Of His Missives From Jail To His Daughter 
Indira, But Of Course He Was. All Through His Life 
Nehru Lost No Opportunity To Write. His Words Took 
The Form Of Drafts And Resolutions For The 
Congress Party, Essays On The Great Issues Of The 
Day For Newspapers And Journals, And Letters To 
Friends, Family, And Colleagues In The Independence 
Movement. When He Became Prime Minister Of India, 
Nehru Wrote A Long Letter Addressed Jointly To His 
Chief Ministers Every Fortnight, Containing His 
Deliberations On Domestic And World Affairs. It Is 
Clear That, Despite The Burdens Of His Worldly 
Commitments, Words Set Down On Paper Were For 
Nehru A Way Of Making Sense Of The Commotion Of 
Life, Politics And Ideas. 

But Nehru Was Also A Man Of Letters In A More 
Abiding Sense, As Readers Of Any Of His Major 
Works (His Autobiography, Glimpses Of World History, 
And The Discovery Of India) Know, And As The 
Oxford India Nehru, A Selection Of His Most 
Representative Speeches And Writings, Again Proves. 
That Is To Say That We Can Read Nehru Not Just For 
His Ideas, Or For Insights Into His Personality, But 
Also For The Way In Which Expressed Himself, For 
The Grace And Rhythm Of His English. "At Its Best," 
Wrote The Editor Frank Moraes, One Of Nehru's Best 
Biographers, "Nehru's Style Shows A Vigour And 
Clarity As Pleasing And Compelling To The Ear As To 
The Mind." Indeed, Nehru Was Among A Handful Of 
Indian Writers, Among Which Gandhi And Tagore 

Were Also Prominent, Who Found A Way To 
Domesticate What For Most Other Indians Born In 
The Nineteenth Century Was An Often Puzzling 
Colonial Tongue, A Language The Rules And Moves 
Of Which Could Of Course Be Learnt, As Did Many 
Young People Wanting To Make A Career Under The 
Raj, But Could Never Be Used With The Same 
Vigour Or Pliability. 

"English Made The Empire," Observes The 
Historian Sunil Khilnani In An Essay Called "Gandhi 
And Nehru: The Uses Of English", "But [Gandhi And 
Nehru] Showed How It Could Be Used To Unmake It 
- How The Language Could Be A Tool Of 
Insubordination And, Ultimately, Freedom." The Two 
Men, Neither Of Them Professional Writers, 

Shaped The Place And Form Of English In India In 
Three Decisive Ways. Gandhi Was Born In 1869; 
Nehru Died In 1964: Their Lives Encompassed A 
Linguistic Century That Stretched From The English 
Of Legal Petitions And Imperial Proclamations, Of 
Diwans, Pleaders, And Officers Of The Early Raj, To 
The Official Bureaucratese Of The Five-Year Plans 
And The Ministries Of The Independent Indian State. 
The Sheer Bulk Of Their Spoken And Written Words 
(Combined, The Published Work Of Gandhi And 
Nehru Exceed 150 Volumes), As Well As Its 
Historical Span, Ensured For The English Language 
A Countrywide Currency. Second, Though Often 
Ambivalent About The Function Of English In India, 
They Kept A Political Commitment To English As A 
Language Of Public Communication. English May 
Have Been 'The Language Of The Enemy', Yet Both 
Wished To Accommodate It Alongside Other Indian 
Languages, Recognising It As A Vital Link Not Just 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Moraes
http://apps.sais-jhu.edu/faculty_bios/faculty_bio1.php?ID=197
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To The Wider World But Also Between Indians 
Themselves. Finally, The Forms In Which They Wrote 
- Autobiographies, Public And Private Letters, 
Journalistic Essays And Articles, And Works Of History 
- Helped To Define How These Genres Came To Be 
Understood And Used In India, By Their 
Contemporaries And Those Who Came After. 

Although He Sometimes Chose A Romantic And 
Elevated Tone That Could Grow Monotonous, There Is 
Never In Nehru's Work That Tendency Towards 
Vagueness And Bombast, The Use Of Clichés And 
Archaisms, That To This Day Disfigures So Much 
Indian Prose In English. Indeed, Nehru Deserves To 
Be Seen, Independently Of The Political Man, As One 
Of The Best Indian Prose Writers Of The Twentieth 
Century. 

Uma Iyengar's Selection Of Extracts For The Oxford 
India Nehru Organises Nehru's Work By Theme 
Rather Than By Chronology, Grouping Together 
Nehru's Thoughts On Indian History And Culture, On 
Gandhi, On India Before And After Independence, On 
The Changing World Situation, And So On. The Great 
Preoccupations And Leanings Of Nehru's Work 
Quickly Emerge: His Rationalism, His Natural 
Egalitarianism And His Commitment To Democratic 
Institutions And Practice, His Impatience With, If Not 
Outright Contempt For, Religion, His Espousal, After 
The Fashion Of His Times, Of Socialism, His 
Sometimes Qualified Admiration For And Complicated 
Relationship With Gandhi, His Keen Interest In World 
Politics, And His Sense Of India As One Indivisible 
Composite Culture And His Desire To Overlay Upon It 
"The Garb Of Modernity". 
Many Of These Thoughts Are Still Relevant; In Fact, 
Sometimes They Seem Never More Relevant Than 
Today. Attacking The Demands Made By Various 
Communal Organizations In 1934, Nehru Writes That 
Communalism Is "Another Name For Social And 
Political Reaction", And That "It Has Often Sailed 
Under False Colours And Taken In Many An Unwary 
Person". Writing In 1953, Nehru Remarks That 
Although Nationalism Can Be A Rousing And Unifying 
Force, One Of The Problems With It Is "The 
Narrowness Of Mind That It Develops Within A 
Country, When A Majority Thinks Itself As The Entire 
Nation And In Its Attempt To Absorb The Minority 
Actually Separates Them Even More". Objecting To 
The Very Name Of The Backward Classes 
Commission, He Writes, "It Is As If We Are First 
Branding Them And Then, From Our Superior 
Position, We Shall Try And Uplift Them". 

In More Than Four Decades Of Writing To Convince, 
Persuade, Engage, Describe, Attack, Defend, 
Reminisce, Synthesise, And Understand, Nehru Wrote 
Upon Every Possible Subject On Which Opinions 
Were Divided, From Cow Slaughter To Public Health 
To The National Flag And Anthem To Divorce 
("Divorce," He Opines With Characteristic Clarity, 
"Must Not Be Looked Upon As Something Which 
Makes The Custom Of Marriage Fragile"). Iyengar 

Even Includes A Letter To His Chief Ministers On The 
Subject Of Brooms, Observing That The Commonly 
Found Short-Handled Ones Make For Tiring And 
Backbreaking Work And Encourage "A Certain 
Subservience In Mind", And Insisting That Municipal 
Sweepers Be Supplied With Long-Handled Brooms. 

Here, From The Discovery Of India, Is A Classic 
Example Of Nehru's Elevated Style: A Sentence Multi-
Claused, Expansive Yet Syntactically Balanced And 
Clear In Sense, And Proceeding Steadily From 
Specifics To Generalities, Generalities That Exemplify 
His Professed Humanism And Universalism: 

The Story Of The Ganges, From Her Source To The 
Sea, From Old Times To New, Is The Story Of India's 
Civilization And Culture, Of The Rise And Fall Of 
Empires, Of Great And Proud Cities, Of The 
Adventure Of Man And The Quest Of The Mind 
Which Has So Occupied India's Thinkers, Of The 
Richness And Fulfilment Of Life As Well As Its 
Denial And Renunciation, Of Ups And Downs, Of 
Growth And Decay, Of Life And Death. 

The Only Phrase That Mars These Sonorous 
Cadences Is "Ups And Downs", Which Is A Favourite 
Nehru Phrase. In A Letter Written In 1930 From Jail 
To Gandhi, Also In Jail Following The Success Of 
The Dandi March, Nehru Exulted That Gandhi Had 
Made A New India With His "Magic Touch", And 
Remarked That "Our Prosaic Existence Has 
Developed Something Of Epic Greatness In It." His 
Writing About India, Too, Can Often Seem Like A 
Project To Lift Up An India Of Prosaic Realities And 
Trying To Infuse In It, By Harking Back To The Past 
And To The Universal Story Of Man, An Epic 
Greatness. 
 
Nehru Becomes A More Interesting Writer When 
Irked Or Riled; The Expression Of Annoyance Or 
Dissent Adds Muscle To His Writing. Here, For 
Example, Is A Paragraph From One Of A Series Of 
Letters He Exhanged With The Englishman Lord 
Lothian In 1936 Over The Future Direction Of India. 
In It He Attacks Lothian's Argument That Indian 
People Should Stick To Constitutional Methods of 
Protest: 

You Refer Also To The 'Constitutional Road' In India. 
What Exactly Is This Constitutional Road? I Can 
Understand Constitutional Activities Where There Is 
A Democratic Constitution, But Where There Is No 
Such Thing, Constitutional Methods Have No 
Meaning. The Word Constitutional Then Simply 
Means Legal, And Legal Simply Means In 
Accordance With The Wishes Of An Autocratic 
Executive Which Can Make Laws And Issue 
Decrees And Ordinances Regardless Of Public 
Opinion. What Is The Constitutional Method In 
Germany Or Italy Today? [These Countries Had Just 
Come Under Fascist Rule] What Was This Method In 
The India Of The Nineteenth Century Or Of The 
Early Twentieth Century Or Even Now? ... The Mere 

http://www.oup.co.in/search_detail.php?id=144186
http://www.oup.co.in/search_detail.php?id=144186
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philip_Kerr,_11th_Marquess_of_Lothian
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philip_Kerr,_11th_Marquess_of_Lothian
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Fact That It Is Impossible For The Great Majority Of 
The People Of India To Make Their Will Effective 
Shows That They Have No Constitutional Way Open 
To Them. They Can Either Submit To Something They 
Dislike Intensely Or Adopt Other Than So-Called 
Constitutional Methods. Such Methods May Be Wise 
Or Unwise, Under The Particular Circumstances, But 
The Question Of Their Being Constitutional Or Not 
Does Not Arise. 

Nehru's Key Rhetorical Tactic Is To Ally 
"Constitutional" To "Democratic", And To Insist That 
One Is Nothing Without The Other. Cutting And 
Hacking Away Sentence By Sentence, He Leaves His 
Adversary With No Ground To Stand On. 

And In An Essay In The Tribune Early In 1934, He 
Launches A Broadside Against Organizations 
Motivated By Communal Considerations: 

What Are Communal Organizations? They Are Not 
Religious, Although They Confine Themselves To 
Religious Groups And Exploit The Name Of Religion. 
They Are Not Cultural And Have Done Nothing For 
Culture, Although They Talk Bravely Of A Past Culture. 
They Are Not Ethical Or Moral Groups, For Their 
Teachings Are Singularly Devoid Of Ethics And 
Morality. They Are Certainly Not Economic Groupings, 
For There Is No Economic Link Binding Their 
Members And They Have No Shadow Of An Economic 
Program. Some Of Them Claim Not To Be Political 
Even. What Then Are They? 


