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a ' E A R ! D E A R ! " S A I D an A r c h b i s h o p o f C a n t e r b u r y o n m e e t i n g 
J a w a h a r l a l N e h r u . " S u c h a pleasant a n d c h a r m i n g m a n . W h o 
w o u l d i m a g i n e that he c o u l d shake u p a c o n t i n e n t ? " ( M o r a e s 
72). It c a n be a r g u e d that the d i s a r m i n g l y exp los ive po t en t i a l 
i n the i m a g e o f N e h r u is the p r o d u c t o f b i o g r a p h y as m u c h as it 
is the na tu re o f the subject. M o r e o v e r , the p o w e r thus g e n e r a t e d 
by this i m a g e is an i l l u s t r a t i o n o f the way i n w h i c h b i o g r a p h y 
as a g e n r e const i tutes a r a d i c a l response to the cha l l enges o f 
p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e I n d i a . T o e x a m i n e the b i o g r a p h i e s o f N e h r u 
t h e n r equ i r e s e x a m i n i n g b o t h the gen re (b iog raphy ) a n d the 
c o n t e x t ( p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e ) , a n d i n d o i n g so I sha l l use a para
d i g m o r i g i n a l l y d e v e l o p e d by e thnography , the p a r a d i g m o f 
t r anscu l t u r a t i on : 

T h e t e r m " t r a n s c u l t u r a t i o n " . . . (is u s e d by) e t h n o g r a p h e r s . . . to 
d e s c r i b e h o w s u b o r d i n a t e d o r m a r g i n a l g r o u p s se lect a n d i n v e n t 
f r o m m a t e r i a l s t r a n s m i t t e d to t h e m by a d o m i n a n t o r m e t r o p o l i t a n 
c u l t u r e . W h i l e s u b j e c t e d p e o p l e s c a n n o t r e a d i l y c o n t r o l w h a t e m a 
nates f r o m t h e d o m i n a n t c u l t u r e , t h e y d o d e t e r m i n e to v a r y i n g 
e x t e n t s w h a t they a b s o r b i n t o t h e i r o w n , a n d w h a t t h e y use i t for. 

( P r a t t 6) 

T h e i m a g e o f N e h r u sus ta ined a n d d e v e l o p e d t h r o u g h a range o f 
b i o g r a p h i e s o p e n s u p a space w i t h i n w h i c h three p a r t i c u l a r 
ques t ions can be f o r m u l a t e d : W h i c h are the speci f ic e lements o f 
B r i t i s h a n d I n d i a n c u l t u r e se lec ted by Indian b i o g r a p h e r s — i n 
response to p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e p r e s s u r e s — t o create a c o m p o 
site p i c t u r e o f N e h m ? W h a t is the response o f non-Indian b i og ra 
phers to this image? W h a t are the consequences o f this i n t e rp l ay 
for p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e wr i t ings i n E n g l i s h ? A n s w e r i n g these 
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th ree ques t ions involves e x a m i n i n g the process by w h i c h b i o g r a 
p h y is c o n v e r t e d i n to au toe thnography . 

"autoethnography" or "autoethnographic expression" . . . refer to 
instances in which the colonised subjects undertake to represent 
themselves in ways that engage with the coloniser's own terms. If 
ethnographic texts are a means by which Europeans represent to 
themselves their (usually subjugated) others, autoethnographic 
texts are those the others construct in response to or in dialogue with 
those metropolitan presentations. . . . Autoethnography involves 
partial collaboration with and appropriat ion of the idioms of the 
conqueror. Autoethnographic texts are typically heterogenous on 
the reception end as well, usually addressed both to metropolitan 
readers and to . . . sectors of the (writer's) own social group, and 
bound to be received very differently by each. (Pratt 7) 

M y gene ra l o r g a n i z i n g p r i n c i p l e i n t r a c i n g the e v o l u t i o n o f the 
N e h r u b i o g r a p h y i n t o a u t o e t h n o g r a p h y is to l o o k first at the 
Indian b i o g r a p h i e s (se lected to give a sense o f the b r e a d t h a n d 
adapt ive s t rength o f the field) w h i c h as a ru le p r e c e d e d the non-
Indian b i og raph i e s , w h i c h i n t u rn use the I n d i a n texts as par t o f 
t he i r source ma te r i a l . F r e q u e n t l y ques t ions o r i g i n a l l y ra i sed i n 
the I n d i a n b i o g r a p h i e s are fu r the r c l a r i f i e d a n d occas iona l l y 
c o m p l i c a t e d i n la ter Wes te rn b i o g r a p h i e s . C h r o n o l o g i c a l l y the 
first o f the I n d i a n b i o g r a p h i e s is Jawaharlal Nehru by F r a n k 
M o r a e s ( 1956), wr i t t en at the h i g h n o o n o f N e h r u v i a n s o c i a l i s m . 
B . R . N a n d a ' s The Nehrus: Motilal and Jawaharlal (1962) is the 
first a c c o u n t o f the p reh i s to ry o f wha t la ter b i o g r a p h i e s w o u l d 
c a l l "the dynasty" a n d is the o n l y b i o g r a p h y to have a seque l , 
Jawaharlal Nehru: Rebel and Statesman (1995), b r o u g h t o u t to 
m a r k the first fifty years o f Ind ia ' s i n d e p e n d e n c e . N e h r u ' s sister 
K r i s h n a H u t h e e s i n g ' s We Nehrus (1967) is a p e r s o n a l r e c o r d 
c o u n t e r p o i n t e d by Sa rvepa l l i C o p a l ' s o f f ic ia l b iography , the first 
v o l u m e o f w h i c h a p p e a r e d i n 1975. M . J . A k b a r ' s Nehru: The 
Making of Modern India ( 1988) is a l o n g l o o k back " t h r o u g h the 
p r i s m o f o n e m a n ' s l i f e " ( A k b a r x) at the t r a u m a o f n a t i o n -
m a k i n g a n d n a t i o n - b r e a k i n g i n the p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e p e r i o d . 

O f the n o n - I n d i a n b i o g r a p h i e s e x a m i n e d i n this a r t ic le , the 
ear l ies t is M i c h a e l B r e c h e r ' s Nehru: A Political Biography ( 1959). 

A s a C a n a d i a n , B r e c h e r is an ou t s ide r i n a sense to the two majo r 
c u l t u r e s — I n d i a n a n d B r i t i s h — that go to the m a k i n g o f the 
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N e h r u image . T h i s d is tance offers an advantage i n that B r e c h e r 's 
a t tempts to negot ia te it c a l l e d o u t N e h r u ' s o w n assistance (as w i l l 
be seen) i n a r a the r u n u s u a l way. Nehru: A Contemporary's Estimate 
by W a l t e r C r o c k e r (1966), as a r e c o r d by a n ear ly A u s t r a l i a n 
H i g h C o m m i s s i o n e r to I n d i a , is s ign i f ican t i n that it comes f r o m a 
representa t ive o f a n o t h e r C o m m o n w e a l t h country , e c o n o m i c a l l y 
s t ronger t h a n I n d i a , a n d yet p o l i t i c a l l y s t i l l i n the phase o f 
D o m i n i o n status as against Ind ia ' s i n d e p e n d e n c e . T h i s a c c o u n t 
therefore offers a c u r i o u s b l e n d o f b o t h nearness a n d remote
ness i n terms o f p o l i t i c a l a n d c u l t u r a l i m a g e - m a k i n g . M a r i e 
Se ton ' s Panditji: A Portrait of Jawaharlal Nehru ( 1967) is a p e r s o n a l 
t r i b u t e — p r e t t y m u c h the equ iva l en t o f K r i s h n a H u t h e e s i n g ' s . 
I n d i r ec t contras t is the A m e r i c a n h i s t o r i a n Stanley W o l p e r t ' s 
Nehru: A Tryst with Destiny (1966), w h i c h argues somet imes i n 
advance o f the ev idence to d e b u n k its subject. F ina l ly , there is 
a p a i r o f B r i t i s h b i o g r a p h i e s w h i c h — taken toge the r—sugges t 
h o w c o m p l e x the task o f i m a g e - m a k i n g c a n be w h e n p r i n t a n d 
v i sua l m e d i a c o m p e t e a n d co l l abora t e w i t h each other . T a r i q A l i ' s 
The Nehrus and the Gandhis: An Indian Dynasty (1985; u p d a t e d 
1995 to i n c l u d e Rajiv G a n d h i ' s assassination) is adver t i sed w i t h a 
b l u r b o n its b a c k cover by S a l m a n R u s h d i e w h i c h reads: "It has 
of ten s e e m e d that the story o f the N e h r u s a n d G a n d h i s has 
p r o v i d e d m o r e e n g r o s s i n g m a t e r i a l t han a n y t h i n g i n the c i n 
emas o r o n te lev is ion ; a rea l dynasty bet ter t h a n Dynasty [the 
A m e r i c a n soap-opera ] , a D e l h i to r iva l Da l l a s . " A l i ' s o w n shift 
f r o m theatre to C h a n n e l 4 ( the Ar t s C h a n n e l o n B r i t i s h Te lev i 
s ion) m a y suggest s o m e t h i n g o f the b l e n d be tween di f ferent 
m e d i a — d r a m a , t e lev i s ion , a n d d o c u m e n t a r y — t h a t character
izes his r e c o r d . T h e r e is also the f a m i l y b i o g r a p h y a c c o m p a n y i n g 
the r ecen t c o m m e m o r a t i v e B r i t i s h B r o a d c a s t i n g C o r p o r a t i o n 
t e l ev i s ion series The Dynasty: The Nehru-Gandhi Story (1997), by 
B r i t i s h b i o g r a p h e r s J a d A d a m s a n d P h i l l i p W h i t e h e a d . 

B e f o r e l o o k i n g at spec i f ica l ly B r i t i s h a n d I n d i a n e lements 
i n the N e h m image that b i o g r a p h y has c rea ted , o n e caveat mus t 
be en t e r ed . T h i s c o n c e r n s the d e e p l y skewed image b i o g r a p h y 
i tself i nhe r i t s f r o m au tob iog raphy . N e h m is b m s q u e l y dismiss ive 
o f his y o u n g self, w h i c h he sees as b e i n g w h o l l y the p r o d u c t o f a 
B r i t i s h e d u c a t i o n — H a r r o w a n d C a m b r i d g e — a n d therefore l u -
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d i c r o u s l y o u t o f p l ace i n a na t iona l i s t s t ruggle: "I a m af ra id , as I 
l a n d e d at B o m b a y , I was a b i t o f a p r i g w i t h l i t t le to c o m m e n d m e " 
(26). S i m i l a r l y he shrugs o f f the ear ly Congre s s m o v e m e n t as a 
par t o f B r i t i s h l a p d o g c u l t u r e . Cong re s s at this t ime was a typ
i ca l ly B r i t i s h , middle-c lass L i b e r a l party, ge s tu r i ng toward repre
sentative g o v e r n m e n t a lone , w i t h n o t h o u g h t o f i n d e p e n d e n c e . 
"I v i s i ted , as a de legate , the B a n k i p o r e C o n g r e s s d u r i n g Chr i s t 
mas 1912. It was very m u c h an E n g l i s h - k n o w i n g upper-class affair 
w h e r e m o r n i n g coats a n d wel l -pressed t rousers were great ly i n 
ev idence . Essen t ia l ly it was a soc ia l g a t h e r i n g w i t h n o p o l i t i c a l 
e x c i t e m e n t o r t e n s i o n " (27). F o r N e h r u , the l i f e -a l t e r ing m o 
m e n t is the i n t e r v e n t i o n o f G a n d h i : "It was r e m a r k a b l e h o w 
G a n d h i s e e m e d to cast a spe l l o n a l l classes a n d g roups o f p e o p l e 
a n d d rew t h e m i n t o o n e m o t l e y c r o w d s t r u g g l i n g i n o n e d i rec 
t i o n . " H e b e c a m e "a s y m b o l i c e x p r e s s i o n o f the c o n f u s e d desires 
o f the p e o p l e " (75). B i o g r a p h y , however , c a n n o t take the roya l 
r o a d to its subject. A u t o b i o g r a p h y may p r i o r i t i z e the deve lop
m e n t o f the na t iona l i s t i c phase over that o f the exc lus ive ly B r i t i s h 
phase. B i o g r a p h y mus t n o t o n l y s o l d i e r o n t h r o u g h b o t h bu t 
mus t try to es tabl i sh a r e l a t i o n s h i p be tween the two. H o w does 
b i o g r a p h y cope w i t h this p r o b l e m ? 

T o b e g i n w i t h , it does so by a c k n o w l e d g i n g the ex is tence o f the 
p r o b l e m . B i o g r a p h y cons is ten t ly h i g h l i g h t s the cu l tu ra l l y - r i ven 
na tu re o f N e h r u , s o m e t i m e s by anecdo t e a n d at o t h e r t imes by 
a r g u m e n t . A typ ica l a n e c d o t e is the f o l l o w i n g : 

" I f y o u c o m e to m y p l a c e , " s a i d a n I n d i a n u n i v e r s i t y p r o f e s s o r at 
A l l a h a b a d , " I c a n a r r a n g e f o r y o u to m e e t a few g r o u p s o f k e e n 
s t u d e n t s t r y i n g to t h i n k . " 

N e h r u p a c e d t h e c o r r i d o r i n w h i c h t h e y s t o o d . 
" A h , yes," h e s a i d , s t o p p i n g s u d d e n l y b e f o r e the p r o f e s s o r a n d 

g r a s p i n g h i s a r m . " B u t w h a t a b o u t t h e g r o u p s i n s i d e m e ? " 

F r o m this r o o t l e s s n e s s s t e m m e d t h e rest iveness , p a r t i c u l a r l y o f h is 
e a r l y years as a n e x i l e b a c k i n I n d i a . "I a m a s t ranger , a n a l i e n i n t h e 
West ; I c a n n o t b e o f i t , " h e l a m e n t e d . " B u t i n m y o w n c o u n t r y a lso , 
s o m e t i m e s , I h a v e a n e x i l e ' s f e e l i n g s . " ( M o r a e s 43) 

A s u r p r i s i n g d i s p l a c e m e n t seems to be at w o r k he re . U s u a l l y 
a u t o b i o g r a p h y is seen as the stuff o f the confess iona l , w h i l e 
b i o g r a p h y is seen as h a g i o g r a p h y w i t h a pu rpose . H e r e , however , 
the reverse obta ins . It is b i o g r a p h y w h i c h draws a t t en t ion to the 
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way i n w h i c h the image is c h a r a c t e r i z e d by N e h r u ' s J anus - l i ke 
a t t i tude to two cu l tures . B i o g r a p h y is able to d o this p rec i se ly 
because it is no t c u r b e d by the ins t incts o f the c a u t i o n a r y tale that 
c o l o u r the au tob iography . T h e lat ter is wr i t t en self-avowedly fo r 
an I n d i a n r eade r sh ip , to re t r ieve a n I n d i a n past, d u r i n g a p e r i o d 
o f p e r s o n a l a n d p o l i t i c a l stress. 

T h e b i o g r a p h i e s — w h i l e subject to specif ic pressures i n the i r 
t u r n — a r e wr i t t en i n a n d for a p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e that p r iv i leges 
rootlessness a n d e x i l e . U n d e r s t a n d a b l y t h e n they a l l ow the i r 
subject a l l the t ime a n d space he needs i n w h i c h to confess his 
sense o f ex i l e b e c a u s e — i n a p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e w o r l d w h i c h 
views n a t i o n a l i s m w i t h reserve — ex i l e has a h i g h c u l t u r a l va lue . 
In a w o r l d that c l a ims to exa l t p l u r a l i s m , the c u l t u r a l m o b i l i t y 
i n h e r e n t i n the N e h r u i m a g e is o f p a r a m o u n t i m p o r t a n c e . C o n 
sider, fo r e x a m p l e , the a m b i g u o u s c rosscu l tu ra l a r g u m e n t i n the 
f o l l o w i n g anecdo te : 

I n sp i te o f h i s u n a t t r a c t i v e C o n g r e s s dress a n d c a p , the P a n d i t l o o k e d 
a t h o r o u g h g e n t l e m a n a n d a n i m p r e s s i v e figure. H e is a b o u t t h e o n l y 
g o o d - l o o k i n g I n d i a n as I h a v e s e e n i n a C o n g r e s s c a p a n d a p p e a r s 
s t u r d y a n d v i g o r o u s . . . . H e d o e s n o t " i n t o n e " l i k e so m a n y I n d i a n 
p u b l i c s p e a k e r s , b u t at t h e s a m e t i m e addresses h i s a u d i e n c e i n 
r a t h e r a s c o l d i n g m a n n e r . H e c e r t a i n l y d o e s n o t g o o u t o f h i s way to 
f la t ter t h e m . It is easy f o r a E u r o p e a n to f o l l o w h i s H i n d u s t a n i , p a r t l y 
b e c a u s e h e uses s i m p l e w o r d s a n d p h r a s e s , a n d p a r t l y b e c a u s e h e 
talks it w i t h w h a t I c a n o n l y d e s c r i b e as a n E n g l i s h a c c e n t . . . t h e 
P a n d i t is by f a r t h e m o s t a t t rac t ive s p e a k e r w h o m I h a v e h e a r d i n 
I n d i a . T h e r e is n o d o u b t that h i s m a n l i n e s s , f r a n k n e s s a n d r e p u t a 
t i o n f o r s a c r i f i c e attracts a l a r g e p u b l i c . ( G o p a l 2 1 6 ) 

Its r a the r h a r d to k n o w h o w to r e a d this passage. A t first g lance , 
it is poss ib le to p lace it en t i r e ly w i t h i n the O r i e n t a l i s t p a r a d i g m . 
A l l that is I n d i a n — the u n i f o r m that is the badge o f n a t i o n a l i s m 
— i s una t t rac t ive . A l l that is A n g l i c i z e d — t h e a t t i tude o f " m a n l i 
ness a n d f rankness"—is at tract ive. E x a m i n e d m o r e closely, how
ever, this stands fo r th as an inaccu ra t e r e a d i n g . A t t i t u d e a n d 
accent may be B r i t i s h bu t the con t en t is e x p l i c i t l y an t i -Br i t i sh . F o r 
this was the first t ime that Congre s s con tes ted e lec t ions to defeat 
B r i t i s h l eg i s l a t ion a n d seek the a n n u l m e n t o f the regressive 
G o v e r n m e n t o f I n d i a A c t , 1935. T h e ep i sode is a g o o d ins tance 
o f au toe thnog raphy . T h e c o n q u e r e d p e o p l e select ively a p p r o -
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pr ia te the i d i o m o f the c o n q u e r o r — e x t e m p o r e h a r a n g u i n g that 
seems a d i r ec t legacy f r o m H y d e P a r k " o r a t o r y " — f o r t he i r o w n 
purposes . T h e a u d i e n c e is fissured i n a way charac ter i s t ic o f 
the r e c e p t i o n o f a u t o e t h n o g r a p h i c texts. T h e m e t r o p o l i s is rep
resen ted i n the p e r s o n o f the (Br i t i sh ) D i s t r i c t Magis t ra te o f 
M u l t a n , f r o m whose r e p o r t to the H o m e D e p a r t m e n t this ext rac t 
is t aken . T h e r e is the I n d i a n p u b l i c before w h o m this scene is 
enac ted . F ina l ly , there is b iog raphy , w h i c h se l f -consciously mar
kets across cu l tu res the image o f "a l e ade r o f the I n d i a n p e o p l e 
. . . a representa t ive o f the new m o o d o f A s i a a n d . . . a s p o k e s m a n 
o f the i n t e r n a t i o n a l c o n s c i e n c e " ( G o p a l 5). It has a ves ted inter
est therefore i n m a k i n g avai lable an i m a g e o f an t i -conques t that 
mus t be seen to be accep tab le i n a p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e s i tua t ion to 
descendants o f b o t h sides. H o w does b i o g r a p h y achieve this a n d 
wha t are the consequences? 

C a n n y se l ec t ion is o n e s t ra tagem. B i o g r a p h y is ca re fu l to i n d i 
cate the f raught r e l a t i o n s h i p be tween N e h r u a n d the I n d i a n 
state. A s a ru le , b i o g r a p h y avoids m a k i n g the c r i t i c i s m l eve l l ed 
by c o n t e m p o r a r y h i s t o r i o g r a p h y w h e n it censures the l ong - t e rm 
b r e a k d o w n be tween N e h r u a n d the state: " G r a m s c i w o u l d l i k e l y 
have cha rac t e r i s ed N e h r u ' s Cong re s s as ' r evo lu t i ona r i e s o f yes
t e r d a y — today b e c o m e r e a c t i o n a r i e s ' " (Bose 115). Ye t b i o g r a 
p h y makes its o w n k i n d o f c r i t i c i s m — i n c o r p o r a t e d w i t h i n the 
image o f N e h r u it c r e a t e s — b y the se l ec t ion o f de ta i l r a the r t han 
the a d d i t i o n o f c o m m e n t a r y . W e see this, fo r e x a m p l e , i n the 
a c c o u n t o f N e h r u ' s b a c k g r o u n d at a p o i n t o f c r i t i c a l n a t i o n a l 
c h a n g e f r o m B r i t i s h to I n d i a n dress (the swadeshi phase o f the 
f r e e d o m struggle, w h i c h sough t to a b o l i s h f o r e i g n fab r i c ) . A t this 
stage, the focus is o n his father, M o t i l a l , w h o as p a t r i a r c h makes 
dec i s ions fo r the family , i n c l u d i n g his s o n J a w a h a r l a l . 

S i n c e n o t h i n g B r i t i s h m u s t b e u s e d , F a t h e r p u t away a l l h i s fine 

c l o t h e s — a n d so d i d we a l l . F r o m t h a t t i m e f o r t h , we a l l w o r e k h a d i , 

t h e c o a r s e h o m e s p u n c o t t o n o f I n d i a . F a t h e r ' s u s u a l c o s t u m e cons is 

t e d o f a d h o t i w r a p p e d a r o u n d h i s waist , a n d t h e l o n g s h i r t c a l l e d a 

k u r t a , w i t h a s h a w l f o r h i s s h o u l d e r s o n c o o l n i g h t s . T h e s e g l e a m i n g 

w h i t e g a r m e n t s d i d n o t d e t r a c t f r o m b u t r a t h e r e n h a n c e d his n a t u r a l 

d i g n i t y . W i t h h i s w h i t e h a i r a n d n o b l y f o r m e d f e a t u r e s h e l o o k e d l i k e 

o n e ' s i d e a o f a R o m a n s e n a t o r . ( H u t h e e s i n g 48-49) 
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T h e detai ls e x c l u d e d are as s ign i f ican t as those i n c l u d e d . O n the 
o n e h a n d , there appears to be total c o n f o r m i t y to the impera t ives 
o f swadeshi: the a d o p t i o n o f I n d i a n dress, a n d the very obv ious 
r e j ec t ion o f f o r e i g n goods . O n the o t h e r h a n d , u l t i m a t e l y the 
d y n a m i c s o f the i m a g e is E u r o p e a n . T h e r o l e - m o d e l c i t e d is that 
o f a R o m a n senator. T h e de ta i l o f the toga c a n h a r d l y fa i l to 
r e m i n d the r eade r o f J u l i u s Caesar, w h o is w h o l l y apar t f r o m any 
k i n d o f I n d i a n reality. Race a n d I n d i a n r ac i a l affinit ies t h e n — 
supposed ly ra t i f i ed by swadeshi—only gloss ove r a real i ty that is 
e m p h a t i c a l l y E u r o p e a n r a the r t h a n I n d i a n . M o r e o v e r , the image 
ar t iculates class-affinities, w h i c h a l low the r eade r to u n d e r s t a n d 
h o w a p r o d u c t o f this m i l i e u may be "for the p e o p l e " yet n o t "of 
the p e o p l e . " F o r the re fe rence to the R o m a n senator c lea r ly 
evokes the i d e a o f a r u l i n g class, w h i c h by d e f i n i t i o n exists apar t 
f r o m the masses. B i o g r a p h y does n o t r a m h o m e a c r i t i que . 
I n d e e d at t imes it may seem m o r e royal is t t h a n the k i n g , as w h e n 
it appears to g lor i fy the image w i t h o u t p r o b i n g its areas o f dark
ness. " M a n y o f the c r o w d came . . . m e r e l y to see fo r themselves 
the g o d - l i k e figure o f w h o m they h a d h e a r d so m u c h . G a n d h i was 
o n e o f t h e m b u t J a w a h a r l a l was the g l a m o r o u s p r i n c e " ( G o p a l 
216). Ye t by a l l o w i n g its readers to see the p r i n c i p l e s o n w h i c h 
the image is cons t ruc ted , b i o g r a p h y makes avai lable mater ia l s for 
c r i t i ca l appra i sa l t h r o u g h the dev ice o f s h r e w d se l ec t ion . 

A n e q u a l l y c a n n y s h a r i n g o f p e r s o n a l a n d p o l i t i c a l space is 
a n o t h e r means by w h i c h b i o g r a p h y addresses a p o s t i n d e p e n 
dence w o r l d . A l o n g w i t h race a n d class, g e n d e r has n o w e m e r g e d 
as a n essential p red ica t e for scrut iny. A u t o b i o g r a p h y a n d his tory 
b o t h have revea led N e h r u ' s d e l i g h t at the i n v o l v e m e n t o f h i th 
er to s e c l u d e d w o m e n i n the f r e e d o m struggle w i t h o u t a n a l y z i n g 
the reasons for the shift. It has b e e n left to b i o g r a p h y to suggest 
— e v e n i f t h r o u g h the m e d i u m o f a s ingle f a m i l y — a poss ib le 
reason fo r this change . F o r the m e n — a s the swadeshi v ignet te 
sugges ts—the c h a n g e may n o t have b e e n i n i t i a l l y w e l c o m e o r 
u l t i m a t e l y r a d i c a l . I n d e e d the a s s imi l a t i on o f the N e h r u f ami ly as 
r ega rd Wes te rn c u l t u r e h a d b e e n so c o m p l e t e that it was p r o b 
ab ly h a r d for M o t i l a l N e h r u ' s B r i t i s h f r iends to k n o w h o w to r ead 
the change , w h i c h may w e l l have s e e m e d faci le at first. "So l o n g 
h a d M o t i l a l b e e n k n o w n to a d m i r e E n g l i s h ways, E n g l i s h t radi-
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dons a n d E n g l i s h ins t i tu t ions that w h e n he t u r n e d r ebe l against 
the Raj , the fee l ings o f his n u m e r o u s E n g l i s h f r iends ( i n the 
words o f an A n g l o - I n d i a n j o u r n a l ) r e s e m b l e d those o f a f o n d 
E d w a r d i a n fa ther whose d e l i g h t f u l d a u g h t e r b e c a m e a suffra
gette a n d b r o k e his w i n d o w s " ( N a n d a , The Nehrus 340). F o r the 
w o m e n , however , it m e a n t g e n u i n e l i b e r a t i o n . 

W o m e n h a d b e e n m a r g i n a l i z e d i n an e a r l i e r A n g l i c i z e d e thos 
s ince they h a d usua l ly b e e n kep t f r o m a f ami l i a r i t y wi th Wes te rn 
ways o r even the E n g l i s h l anguage . T h e cost i n h u m a n terms 
mus t have b e e n c r i p p l i n g , as this ear ly a c c o u n t o f N e h r u ' s wife 
suggests: " . . . p o o r R a m a l a was c o m p l e t e l y con fused a n d u n c o m 
for table i n a p lace so d i f fe rent f r o m h e r h o m e . T h e b i g d i n n e r s 
w i t h crystal a n d c h i n a o n the l o n g table a n d rows o f wine-glasses 
at everyone 's p lace , the s t range f o o d , a n d mos t o f a l l pe rhaps , the 
q u i c k l o u d voices o f o u r m a n y B r i t i s h guests, m a d e h e r feel lost 
a n d l o n e l y " ( H u t h e e s i n g 9) . I n a very rea l sense, the fight for 
f r e e d o m m e a n t that the w o m e n f o u n d the i r vo ice . F o r M o t i l a l ' s 
ru le h a d b e e n u n t i l t h e n that E n g l i s h was to be the o n l y l anguage 
s p o k e n at h o m e a n d w o m e n such as R a m a l a (whose b rush w i t h 
Wes te rn e d u c a t i o n h a d b e e n s l ight) n e e d e d ex t r a c o a c h i n g be
fore they c o u l d even share i n f a m i l y c o n v e r s a t i o n . " H e r e q u i r e d 
everyone i n the house to speak E n g l i s h ins tead o f an I n d i a n 
l anguage a n d the m e m b e r s o f the f a m i l y w h o d i d n o t k n o w 
E n g l i s h h a d to stay s i lent u n t i l they l e a r n e d it" ( L a m b 17). 

U n d e r s t a n d a b l y therefore , R a m a l a a n d o t h e r w o m e n l i k e h e r 
th rew themselves i n t o the f r e e d o m struggle s i n c e — b y r e t u r n i n g 
t h e m to the I n d i a n way o f l i fe they k n e w — p o l i t i c a l l i b e r a t i o n 
m e a n t t he i r e m a n c i p a t i o n . " T h e w i n e ce l l a r d i s a p p e a r e d , a l o n g 
w i t h a l l the p a r a p h e r n a l i a o f l u x u r y : crystal , c h i n a , horses , car
riages a n d the w a r d r o b e . . . . T h e w o m e n o f the house , o f course , 
l o v e d this t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . T h i s was the I n d i a n life-style w h i c h 
a p p e a l e d to t he i r ins t inc ts" ( A k b a r 141). Pe rhaps too w o m e n 
were able to go fu r the r d o w n this r o a d t h a n m e n c o u l d , s ince 
the i r a t t i tude to the West was m o r e l i k e l y to be u n a m b i g u o u s . So 
the e p h e m e r a that b i o g r a p h y col lec ts enables readers to p r o b -
l emat i ze i s s u e s — g e n d e r a n d the f r e e d o m struggle, fo r ins tance 
— t h a t are f r equen t ly g iven a va lue-neu t ra l r e a d i n g . 

O c c a s i o n a l l y b i o g r a p h y c a n p u l l o f f a c o n j u r i n g t r i ck so that 
what appears descr ip t ive b e c o m e s in te rp re t ive . A classic i l lus t ra-
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t i o n o f this is pe rhaps the best k n o w n d e s c r i p t i o n o f N e h r u : "a 
s l igh t s l i m m a n , dressed i n a pa le c r e a m achkhan a n d w e a r i n g an 
i m m a c u l a t e l y whi te k h a d i cap . . . (with) the r e d rose f l a u n t i n g a 
c h a l l e n g e " ( M o r a e s 1-2). T h i s seems at first a p a i n f u l l y trite 
image , m a r k e t e d to dea th . I n fact, t h o u g h , it c a n be r e a d as 
b iog raphy ' s response to a despera te p r o b l e m o f p o s t i n d e p e n 
dence I n d i a — c o m m u n a l i s m . So far, b i o g r a p h y ' s response to a 
p o s t c o l o n i a l w o r l d i n ge ne ra l has b e e n c o n s i d e r e d : its va lo r iza 
t i o n o f ex i l e , its t r ea tment o f race , class, a n d gender . N o w , i n 
Moraes ' s d e p i c t i o n o f N e h r u ' s c l o t h i n g this spec i f ica l ly I n d i a n 
issue o f c o m m u n a l i s m is addressed even as the N e h r u image 
seems, as it were , to be u n d e r c o n s t r u c t i o n , as i n this accoun t : 

It was this " c o m p o s i t e " M u g h a l c u l t u r e (as t h e s e r v i c e a b l e b u t r a t h e r 
u n g a i n l y p h r a s e goes ) w h i c h was the i n h e r i t a n c e o f f a m i l i e s l i k e t h e 
N e h r u s , s h a p i n g t h e i r h a b i t s a n d o u t l o o k ; at o n e l e v e l , c r e a t i n g t h e 
p r e f e r e n c e f o r t h e c h u r i d a r a n d s h e r w a n i o v e r t h e d h o t i , a n d at 
a n o t h e r m a k i n g s e c u l a r i s m a p a r t o f t h e i r n a t u r a l i n s t i n c t s . T o b e 
c o m m u n a l was b a d m a n n e r s , a n d w h a t c o u l d b e a g r e a t e r s i n t h a n 
that? A n d yet i n t h a t e n v i r o n m e n t lay a l s o t h e s e e d o f a r e v i v a l i s t 
m o v e m e n t w h i c h was to h a v e s u c h e n o r m o u s c o n s e q u e n c e s t h a t it 
w o u l d l e a d e v e n t u a l l y to t h e d i v i s i o n o f t h e s u b c o n t i n e n t — a n d , 
i m p l i c i t l y , to t h e greatest d e f e a t o f M o h a n d a s G a n d h i a n d J a w a h a r l a l 
N e h r u , a f a i l u r e f r o m w h i c h n e i t h e r t h e y n o r t h e s u b c o n t i n e n t q u i t e 
r e c o v e r e d . ( A k b a r 14) 

T h e achkan, churidar, a n d sherwani are i tems o f c l o t h i n g t radi
t i o n a l l y associa ted w i t h I s lamic c u l t u r e w h i l e the dhoti is associ
a ted w i t h a H i n d u b a c k g r o u n d . So the ext rac t f r o m Moraes ' s 
b i o g r a p h y presents the c o s m e t i c i z e d v e r s i o n o f the image , w h i l e 
the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the image is d i scussed i n the A k b a r extract . 
T h e la t ter suggest b o t h the i m m e d i a t e a p p e a l o f N e h r u — h i s 
abi l i ty to take an o b v i o u s s tand against c o m m u n a l i s m by his 
dress, a n d his final flaw, namely , his i n a b i l i t y to u n d e r s t a n d the 
less-than-obvious genesis o f c o m m u n a l i s m . P rec i s e ly w h e n b i o g 
r aphy seems mos t desc r ip t ive therefore it reveals i tself by sleight-
o f -hand to be mos t in te r roga t ive . I n this it ind ica tes h o w the 
N e h r u image is s h a p e d i n response to c o m m u n a l pressures a n d 
the way i n w h i c h it is u l t i m a t e l y j u d g e d by these pressures. 

H o w close to the b o n e h i s to r i ca l l y s p e a k i n g c a n this image 
ac tua l ly be? O n e answer may be l o c a t e d i n W o l p e r t ' s a c c o u n t o f 
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the s h a p i n g o f N e h r u ' s image . W o l p e r t has b e e n severely cri t
i c i z e d : "Wolpe r t ' s is a chatty, r a m b l i n g study, rep le te w i t h l i te rary 
a n d r h e t o r i c a l devices a n d neat throw-away l ines w h i c h unde r 
m i n e its h i s to r i ca l c r e d i b i l i t y " ( B r o w n 7). None the l e s s , I use 
W o l p e r t ' s b i o g r a p h y w h e n it suggests responses to v e x e d evi
d e n c e that c a n be c ross -checked . A case i n p o i n t is his h a n d l i n g 
o f this q u e s t i o n o f N e h r u ' s image at the m o m e n t o f its first 
r e c o r d e d change ou t s ide I n d i a , at a p u b l i c m e e t i n g i n L o n d o n i n 
193 8 -

H i s E n g l i s h c o m r a d e s c h e e r e d N e h r u m u c h l o u d e r t h a n h i s p e a s a n t 
a u d i e n c e s i n P u n j a b h a d . T h a t J u l y h e a d d r e s s e d a n a n t i - i m p e r i a l i s t 
r a l l y t h a t K r i s h n a [ M e n o n ] h a d o r g a n i s e d i n T r a f a l g a r S q u a r e , wear
i n g f o r t h e first t i m e s i n c e h e h a d a r r i v e d i n E u r o p e a d a r k I n d i a n 
s h e r w a n i a n d b l a c k G a n d h i c a p , r a t h e r t h a n h i s S a v i l l e R o w suits o r 
H a r r i s t w e e d j a c k e t s a n d ties. H e l o o k e d as h a n d s o m e i n I n d i a n 
c l o t h i n g as h e d i d i n h i s t i g h t e r fitting W e s t e r n g a r b , a n d K r i s h n a 
i n s i s t e d t h a t f o r t h e mass a u d i e n c e i n T r a f a l g a r S q u a r e t h e s y m b o l 
i s m o f h is dress was as s i g n i f i c a n t as t h e s h o r t a d d r e s s h e gave. 
M o r e o v e r , h i s c h o i c e o f n o r t h I n d i a n P u n j a b i dress was t a i l o r e d to 
i d e n t i f y h i m w i t h M u s l i m I n d i a , as it was w h e n h e p r e s i d e d o v e r the 
p r e v i o u s year ' s m e e t i n g o f t h e M u s l i m L e a g u e i n L u c k n o w . 

( 2 4 1 - 4 2 ) 

V a r i o u s nuances reveal themselves . Firs t , there is the i m p l i 
c a t i o n that N e h r u ' s p o p u l a r i t y i n the West m i g h t we l l e x c e e d 
his p o p u l a r i t y i n Ind i a . T h i s may be e x p l a i n e d by the c u l t u r a l 
m o s a i c — a l r e a d y e x a m i n e d — t h a t is the b a c k g r o u n d to the i m 
age. S u c h a mosa ic is by d e f i n i t i o n ev iden t to a n y o n e w i t h a 
Wes te rn e d u c a t i o n b u t less so to a p e r s o n w i t h i n a w h o l l y I n d i a n 
m o d e o f ex is tence . T h i s may be the cause, b u t the effect is r a the r 
m o r e c o m p l i c a t e d . F o r the n e x t i m p l i c a t i o n is that the marke t 
i n g o f the i m a g e to the W e s t — e v e n i n this i n i t i a l s tage—gets 
a d d e d i m p e t u s f r o m the de l ibe ra t e I n d i a n i z i n g to w h i c h it is 
subject. T h e N e h r u i m a g e thus is s h o w n to sel l i n the West 
because o f its s t rong c o m p o n e n t o f Ind ianness . B o t h cause a n d 
effect are i m p o r t a n t n o t o n l y i n the c o n t e x t o f l i t e ra ry b i o g r a p h y 
b u t a l s o — a s w i l l be d e m o n s t r a t e d — i n the con t ex t o f t e lev i s ion 
d o c u m e n t a r y as w e l l . T h e n there is the ab i l i ty o f N e h r u n o t o n l y 
to represen t m o r e t h a n o n e c u l t u r e bu t to a p p e a l to m o r e t h a n 
o n e c u l t u r e i n a n i m m e d i a t e a n d v isua l sense. A g a i n , N e h r u ' s 
h a p p y gift as o n e " favoured w i t h a s t r i k i n g l y h a n d s o m e appear-
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ance , b o t h by I n d i a n a n d western s tandards . . . m a k i n g [ h i m ] 
o n e o f the mos t p h o t o g e n i c s ta tesmen o f the cen tury" ( B r e c h e r 
i ) he lps the i m a g e w o r k across cu l tu res . T h i s too has conse
quences for the t e legen ic qua l i ty o f the N e h r u story, as w i l l be 
s h o w n below. F ina l l y , apar t f r o m this d i m e n s i o n o f c u l t u r a l trans
l a t i o n is a n o t h e r m o r e d i s t u r b i n g presence : that o f par ty po l i t i c s . 
N e i t h e r M o r a e s n o r A k b a r speaks o f the e l ec to ra l m i l eage that 
W o l p e r t analyzes h e r e w i t h re fe rence to N e h r u ' s a t t empt to swing 
the c o n f i d e n c e o f the M u s l i m vo te r away f r o m J i n n a h ' s M u s l i m 
L e a g u e i n the d i r e c t i o n o f the Congres s . Yet this q u e s t i o n o f 
r ep re sen ta t i on is b u i l t i n t o the i c o n i c i t y o f N e h r u , as a m o t i v e for 
his se l f - fashioning a n d also as a p r i n c i p l e that has g o v e r n e d 
subsequen t r edac t ions o f this image i n l i t e ra ry b iography , c i n 
e m a , a n d te lev i s ion . 

I f we ask why b i o g r a p h y s h o u l d be so i n e p t as to address ser ious 
i s s u e s — c o m m u n a l i s m a n d the f r e e d o m struggle, fo r i n s t a n c e — 
c h i e f l y i n terms o f a c lo thes-based i m a g e , two answers may be 
g i v e n . T h e first is that b i o g r a p h y does n o t by d e f i n i t i o n have the 
l ibe r ty o f fiction to cons t i tu te its o w n subject. I f the subject 
r e sponds to a s i tua t ion i n a p a r t i c u l a r way, b i o g r a p h y c a n n o t re
s t ructure the response to suit its o w n a g e n d a a n d r e m a i n b iogra 
phy. T h e o t h e r is that s u c h a n i m a g e is g e n e r a t e d by the subject 
to mee t the d e m a n d s o f a m i x e d a u d i e n c e , l i terate a n d n o n -
l i tera te . L i t e r a r y b i o g r a p h y caters n o t j u s t to a l i terate bu t fre
q u e n t l y to a spec i f i ca l ly s cho l a r ly r eade r sh ip . I n contrast , c i n e m a 
a n d te lev is ion i n the d e v e l o p i n g w o r l d may have a pre- l i terate 
a u d i e n c e . T h e N e h r u i m a g e t h e n has to w o r k across f u n d a m e n 
tal bar r ie rs o f c u l t u r e a n d m e d i u m . H o w does it opera te? W h e n it 
works as p r i n t text, b i o g r a p h y c a n enab l e its readers to p l o t a 
p a r t i c u l a r l y sensitive r e l a t i o n s h i p be tween the way i n w h i c h two 
c u l t u r e s — h e r e , I n d i a n a n d B r i t i s h — r e a d themselves i n t o each 
other . N o n - I n d i a n b i o g r a p h e r s have r e s p o n d e d fo r ins tance w i t h 
c o n s i d e r a b l e sensi t ivi ty to some o f the key issues ra i sed i n the 
I n d i a n b i o g r a p h i e s : 

A t t h e s i g h t o f t h e t h i n m a n i n s i m p l e w h i t e h o m e s p u n c l o t h i n g , t h e 
c r o w d s , w h o h a d w a i t e d f o r h o u r s i n t h e h e a t a n d d u s t , b u r s t i n t o 
t u m u l t u o u s c h e e r i n g a n d s u r g e d f o r w a r d to m e e t h i m . . . . H e was 
b o r n a n I n d i a n b u t b e c o m e a m a n o f t w o w o r l d s : t h e p u b l i c s c h o o l 
a n d c o l l e g e a t m o s p h e r e o f a r i s t o c r a t i c E n g l a n d , a n d t h e h i l l s a n d 
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d u s t y p l a i n s o f I n d i a . H i s l i f e was as d e e p l y t i e d u p w i t h B r i t a i n a n d 
the B r i t i s h as w i t h I n d i a . . . . H e was b o r n i n t o a h o m e o f a l m o s t 
l e g e n d a r y w e a l t h . . . . H e r e n o u n c e d this l i f e , h o w e v e r , a n d t o o k to 
h a r d s h i p a n d a g i t a t i o n , d o w n the w i n d i n g r o a d s o f I n d i a , i n f r o n t o f 
the s w a r m i n g c r o w d s . I f h i s h o u r h a d c o m e , it was t h e c u l m i n a t i o n o f 
a l o n g j o u r n e y b o t h f o r h i m s e l f a n d f o r I n d i a . I n t h e i r r e m a r k a b l e 
l ives , t h e N e h m f a m i l y c a m e to p e r s o n i f y t h e s truggles a n d t r i u m p h s 
o f the e n t i r e n a t i o n , a n i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h n a t i o n a l l i f e w h i c h t h e y 
d i d e v e r y t h i n g to p r o m o t e . ( A d a m s a n d W h i t e h e a d 3-4) 

In i t i a l ly this l ooks susp ic ious ly l i k e the g r a n d t o t a l i z i n g narra
tive w h i c h charac ter izes O r i e n t a l i s t w r i t i n g . T h e r e is the easy 
essent ia l i sm o f "ar is tocrat ic E n g l a n d " a n d "the dusty p la ins o f 
Ind i a , " w h i c h are carefu l ly n o t i n t e r roga t ed . T h e r e is, however , 
the r e c o g n i t i o n that s o m e h o w the c rowds o f I n d i a ma t t e r be
cause i n a sense they have b e e n seen to f a sh ion t he i r o w n ruler . I f 
h e has w o r n khadi, it is because it is a t o k e n they r ecogn i ze . If he 
has l e d agi ta t ions , these have had to succeed w i t h the same 
crowds i n the p u b l i c a rena . B y a n d large I n d i a n b i o g r a p h i e s have 
t e n d e d to e x a m i n e N e h r u ' s o w n a t t i tude to the m a s s e s — r i g h t l y 
e n o u g h — w i t h ce r t a in reservat ions: "Jawahar la l g l a m o u r i z e d the 
kisans [ I n d i a n farmers] a n d saw t h e m as brave m e n u n c o n t a m i -
na t ed by city l i fe o r tex t -book e d u c a t i o n : bu t he was n o t d e e p l y 
m o v e d by t he i r e c o n o m i c wre tchedness" ( G o p a l 53). W h a t has 
no t b e e n r e c o g n i z e d by I n d i a n b i o g r a p h y is the way i n w h i c h 
N e h r u was the first n a t i o n a l l e ade r to create the i d e a o f the 
I n d i a n masses fo r an I n d i a n a n d a n o n - I n d i a n p u b l i c . O f course , 
the s i tua t ion is l a c e d w i t h i rony . It recal ls L e n i n ' s c o m m e n t o n 
the way i n w h i c h To l s toy c rea ted the Russ ian peasant fo r h is 
readers: " u n t i l this n o b l e m a n c a m e a l o n g there was n o rea l 
peasant i n Russ ian l i t e ra tu re" ( M u k h e r j e e 95) . 

E x a c t l y w h o are the p e o p l e fo r w h o m the i m a g e o f N e h r u 
is s h a p e d a n d to w h o m is it marke ted? T h e answer seems to 
vary w i t h each r e d a c t i o n o f the i m a g e a n d also d e p e n d s o n 
w h o stands o u t as r edac to r each t ime . N e h r u q u e r i e d his self-
f a s h i o n i n g qu i t e ear ly a n d w i t h m o r e scep t i c i sm than any subse
q u e n t wri ter : 

Is a l l th is n a t u r a l o r the c a r e f u l l y t h o u g h t o u t t r i c k e r y o f t h e p u b l i c 

m a n ? P e r h a p s it is b o t h . . . . T h e m o s t e f fect ive p o s e is o n e i n w h i c h 

t h e r e s e e m s to b e least p o s i n g a n d J a w a h a r l a l [ N e h m wr i tes i n t h e 
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t h i r d p e r s o n h e r e u n d e r a p e n - n a m e ] has l e a r n t to ac t w i t h o u t the 
p a i n t a n d p o w d e r o f t h e actor . W i t h h i s s e e m i n g care lessness a n d 
i n s o u c i a n c e h e p e r f o r m s o n t h e p u b l i c stage w i t h c o n s u m m a t e art
istry. W T i i t h e r is this g o i n g to l e a d h i m a n d t h e c o u n t r y ? WTiat is h e 
a i m i n g at w i t h a l l h is a p p a r e n t w a n t o f a i m ? W h a t l ies b e h i n d t h a t 
m a s k o f h i s , w h a t d e s i r e s , w h a t w i l l to p o w e r , w h a t i n s a t i a t e l o n g 
ings? ( Q t d . i n W o l p e r t 2 2 8 ) 

T h e issue o f the target -audience i m m e d i a t e l y raises itself. 
N e h r u ' s p i ece reads u n c a n n i l y l i k e an analysis o f his o w n w i l l to 
p o w e r as seen i n his c o n s c i o u s i m a g e - m a k i n g that c a n b e c o m e a 
threat to the y e t - u n b o r n I n d i a n n a t i o n . It was p u b l i s h e d u n d e r 
the p s e u d o n y m " C h a n a k y a , " the n a m e o f a M a c h i a v e l l i a n P r i m e 
M i n i s t e r o f M a u r y a n I n d i a d u r i n g a l e a d e r s h i p s t ruggle w i t h i n 
Congres s , w h i c h N e h r u lost to V a l l a b h b h a i Pa te l . O r i g i n a t i n g as a 
d i s c l a i m e r at a m o m e n t o f par ty po l i t i c s , a n d h e n c e o f interest to 
those o n l y w i t h i n this f r amework , it is n o w c i t e d as p r o o f o f 
N e h r u ' s p re sc i ence c o n c e r n i n g the dangers o f i c o n i c i t y for the 
i c o n a n d for the n a t i o n before w h o m it is ra i sed as an object o f 
w o r s h i p . 

B u t we c a n n o t speak s i m p l y o f the " I n d i a n masses" o r "the 
I n d i a n n a t i o n " a n d have d o n e w i t h the subject. R e c e n t histo
r i o g r a p h y has suggested that the p e o p l e are the make r s o f his
tory, w h i c h is n o l o n g e r the c h r o n i c l e o r the resul t o f the l ives o f 
h e r o i c i n d i v i d u a l s . 

P a r a l l e l to t h e d o m a i n o f e l i t e p o l i t i c s , t h e r e e x i s t e d t h r o u g h o u t the 
c o l o n i a l p e r i o d a n o t h e r d o m a i n o f I n d i a n p o l i t i c s i n w h i c h t h e 
p r i n c i p a l a c t o r s w e r e n o t t h e d o m i n a n t g r o u p s o f t h e i n d i g e n o u s 
s o c i e t y o r t h e c o l o n i a l a u t h o r i t i e s b u t t h e s u b a l t e r n classes a n d 
g r o u p s c o n s t i t u t i n g t h e . . . p e o p l e . T h i s was a n autonomous d o m a i n , 
f o r it n e i t h e r o r i g i n a t e d f r o m e l i t e p o l i t i c s n o r d i d its e x i s t e n c e 
d e p e n d o n t h e latter. ( G u h a 4 0 ) 

T h e p e o p l e t h e n are n o t passive image w o r s h i p p e r s o r c o n 
sumers . N o t o n l y (as has b e e n suggested) d o t he i r preferences 
shape the image , b u t they are also to be seen as in terac t ive 
c o m p e t i t o r s for space a n d a t t en t ion i n t he i r o w n r igh t . T h e 
effects o f the i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n may be seen i n the way i n w h i c h 
c i n e m a a n d te lev i s ion have r ec rea t ed the image o f N e h r u . 

It is p rec i se ly this c o n s t i t u e n c y — t h e p e o p l e o f I n d i a — w h o 
are c l a i m e d by T a r i q A h as the s u p p o r t i n g cast o f the soap opera -
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l i k e sequence that he sees i n the for tunes o f the N e h r u - G a n d h i 
family . H e makes essent ia l ly three c l a ims . T h e first is that the 
p e r f o r m a n c e o f the N e h r u - G a n d h i dynasty may be e x a m i n e d 
a lmos t i n the l i g h t o f classical Sanskr i t d r a m a wr i t t en a c c o r d i n g 
to the rules o f the Natyashastra (an a n c i e n t I n d i a n text e q u i 
va len t to Ar i s to t l e ' s Poetics). T h e s e c o n d fol lows f r o m this: that 
the a u d i e n c e — the I n d i a n p e o p l e — a r e n o t m e r e l y spectators 
w a t c h i n g the p l o t u n f o l d ; ins tead , l i k e the spectators o f the 
m i r a c l e a n d m o r a l i t y plays i n m e d i e v a l C h r i s t e n d o m , they are 
p e o p l e w h o k n o w b o t h the theo re t i ca l r e q u i r e m e n t s o f the the
atre they are w a t c h i n g a n d the s tory- l ine, a n d are thus e x a c t i n g 
cr i t ics o f the p e r f o r m a n c e . T h e t h i r d — a s suggested by R u s h d i e ' s 
c o m m e n t o n this t e x t — i s that the h i s to ry o f the N e h r u - G a n d h i 
f a m i l y is Ind ia ' s o w n soap-opera , a n d that this dynasty is Ind ia ' s 
answer to Dallas. A l i ' s c l a i m is that s u c h a perspec t ive a l lows the 
p e o p l e o f I n d i a the p o s i t i o n they deserve i n this endless p r o d u c 
t i o n o f images: "that is w h e r e the u l t ima te p o w e r resides. It is the 
p e o p l e o f I n d i a w h o c a n m a k e a n d e x p l o d e dynast ies" (300). 

T h i s is o n e k i n d o f re t r ieva l i n that it c l a ims the p e o p l e o f I n d i a 
n o t j u s t as spectators bu t as cast. 

T h e c r i t e r i a d e v i s e d w e r e s u c h as t o b e eas i ly g r a s p e d by t h e a u d i 
e n c e s , f o r t h e a i m was n o t t o r e s t r i c t t h e o u t p u t o f c r i t i c i s m by 
c o n f i n i n g it to a t i n y e l i t e , b u t to e n s u r e t h e e x a c t o p p o s i t e . A n y o n e 
c o u l d j u d g e f o r t h e m s e l v e s . 

T o t h a t e n d , t h e u n b e n d i n g d r a m a t u r g e s o f o l d d e f i n e d e i g h t 
f o r m a l c a t e g o r i e s o r f l a v o u r s : m a r v e l l o u s , r o m a n t i c , c o m i c , s o r r o w 
f u l , v i o l e n t , h e r o i c , t e r r i f y i n g a n d r e p u l s i v e . T h e success o r f a i l u r e o f 
a p l a y d e p e n d e d o n t h e a b i l i t y o f t h e w r i t e r a n d a c t o r s to e v o k e t h e 
e m o t i o n s t h a t f l o w e d d i r e c t l y o u t o f t h o s e f l a v o u r s . ( A l i i x ) 

A c o n f u s i o n o f m o d e l s b e c o m e s apparen t . If i n d e e d this the
o ry o f d r a m a is "a mat te r o f i n f e r e n c e d u e to c lever i m i t a t i o n " 
( K a n e 371) based o n p e r f o r m a n c e , the ro le o f the a u d i e n c e is 
s ign i f ican t i n terms o f theatre c r i t i c i s m . B u t c a n this be p a r a l l e l e d 
by soap opera? A n a t i o n exp re s s ing its views o n gove rnance at the 
G e n e r a l E l e c t i o n s is h a r d l y the same as t e lev i s ion viewers ex
p ress ing t he i r p re fe rence t h r o u g h channe l - ra t ings . M o r e o v e r , i n 
any society that has such a large pe rcen tage o f a pre l i te ra te 
a u d i e n c e , the p o w e r o f the v i sua l m e d i a over the p r i n t m e d i a 
c a n be d i s t u r b i n g . T e l e v i s i o n , even i n the d e v e l o p e d w o r l d , has 
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w o r k e d as "a power fu l f o r m o f soc ia l i n t e g r a t i o n a n d c o n t r o l 
[with] m a n y o f its m a i n uses . . . [be ing] seen as social ly , c o m m e r 
c i a l ly a n d at t imes p o l i t i c a l l y m a n i p u l a t i v e " ( W i l l i a m s 23). H o w 
jus t c a n it be to co-opt casual ly such a n a u d i e n c e as cast o r i n d e e d 
even as s c rupu lous theatre cri t ics? " T h e a u d i e n c e i n this play," A l i 
says,"is n o t j u s t a co l l ec t ive c r i t i c , b u t also the cast" (x ) . 

T h e B B C te lev i s ion series Dynasty: The Nehru-Gandhi Story—the 
a c c o m p a n y i n g b i o g r a p h y o f w h i c h was d iscussed e a r l i e r — w a s 
w a t c h e d i n I n d i a l a rge ly by N e h r u ' s o w n o r i g i n a l cons t i tuency: 
the u p p e r - m i d d l e class, Wes te rn-educa ted el i te . T h i s was n o t o n l y 
because its m e d i u m is E n g l i s h . Its g e n e r a l c u l t u r a l referents are 
p r e c i o u s i n an a lmos t a rcha ic sense, even w h e n these went be
y o n d the H a r r o w - a n d - C a m b r i d g e pa ramete r s o f N e h r u ' s ear ly 
l i fe . T h e p e o p l e i n t e rv i ewed , for ins tance , were by a n d large 
those w h o h a d k n o w n the f ami ly closely, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n its ear ly 
years, e i the r p e r s o n a l l y o r p rofess iona l ly : the M o u n t b a t t e n s , o r 
B . K . N e h r u a n d Nayan t a r a Sahga l f r o m the e x t e n d e d N e h r u 
family. T h i s is u n d e r s t a n d a b l e i n that the a m b i e n c e sough t to be 
e s t ab l i shed i n a d o c u m e n t a r y based o n a f ami ly b i o g r a p h y may 
be that o f i n t ima te p e r s o n a l r e m i n i s c e n c e . Yet there is an u n 
usua l v i sua l d i a l o g u e be tween two sets o f images at the b e g i n n i n g 
a n d e n d o f each ep i sode . T h e pro tagonis t s (the N e h r u - G a n d h i s ) 
are p ro j ec t ed as figures cu t ou t o f large h o a r d i n g s so as to l o o k 
very o b v i o u s l y p u b l i c . T h e titles are wr i t t en i n a c o m b i n a t i o n o f 
C h a n c e r y Cur s ive a n d Pe r s i an scr ip t so as to l o o k qu i te i n c u r a b l y 
esoter ic . T h e a u d i e n c e o f this t e lev i s ion series t h e n m i g h t be 
m o r e fa i r ly d e s c r i b e d as i n t e r n a t i o n a l r a the r t h a n as I n d i a n . I n 
that case, the d i f fe rence be tween those r e a c h e d by b i o g r a p h y as 
l i t e ra ry text a n d b i o g r a p h y as t e lev i s ion d o c u m e n t a r y is m i n i m a l . 
F o r this t e lev is ion series a p p e a l e d n o t j u s t to those w h o have 
a Wes te rn e d u c a t i o n b u t to those w h o have a ser ious a lmos t 
s cho l a r ly interest i n the subject, w h i c h is h a r d l y the usua l d o m a i n 
o f soap o p e r a . 

A m o r e o b v i o u s l y d e m o c r a t i c a u d i e n c e was pe rhaps s ecu red 
by R i c h a r d A t t e n b o r o u g h ' s film Gandhi. A l t h o u g h N e h r u was by 
d e f i n i t i o n n o t the cen t r a l cha rac te r o f Gandhi, he is s h o w n very 
m u c h at the cen t re o f the f reedom-s t ruggle , w h i c h receives ex
t e n d e d t rea tment . Pe rhaps o n e o f the film's m o r e m e m o r a b l e — 
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i f s omewha t m e l o d r a m a t i c — m o m e n t s is w h e n N e h r u tries to 
q u e l l a c o m m u n a l m o b that is b a y i n g for G a n d h i ' s b l o o d i n the 
P a r t i t i o n riots. " K i l l G a n d h i " is the s e n t i m e n t m o t i v a t i n g the m o b 
a n d " Y o u w i l l have to k i l l m e first" is the angry response m a d e by 
the N e h r u character . T h i s k i n d o f d i r ec t i n t e r v e n t i o n — he was 
k n o w n to w i e l d a cane o n o c c a s i o n to d i s c i p l i n e c r o w d s — c e r 
ta in ly makes N e h m i m m e d i a t e l y accessible to any a u d i e n c e even 
i f n o t necessar i ly at the expense o f G a n d h i . T h e film r e a c h e d 
large n u m b e r s o f p e o p l e ; it was d u b b e d i n H i n d i , a n d t ickets 
were p r i c e d l o w s ince e n t e r t a i n m e n t tax was wa ived . T h i s was 
m a d e poss ib le by the c o l l a b o r a t i o n o f the N a t i o n a l F i l m D e v e l o p 
m e n t C o r p o r a t i o n a n d the gene ra l interest t aken i n the pro jec t 
by the G o v e r n m e n t o f I n d i a . G o v e r n m e n t i n t e r v e n t i o n , however , 
is always a m i x e d b less ing . Does it suggest t h a t — e v e n i n c i n e m a 
— m a s s i n v o l v e m e n t r equ i re s g o v e r n m e n t a l suppor t? In that 
case, is the c i n e m a t i c r ep re sen ta t i on o f N e h m necessar i ly m o r e 
d e m o c r a t i c t han that o f l i t e ra ry b i o g r a p h i e s w h i c h a l l o w readers 
to cross-reference a n d c h e c k avai lable e v i d e n c e — a reversal o f 
the Natyashastra p a r a d i g m ? T h e masses are far m o r e l i k e l y to be 
passive c o n s u m e r s o f the m a r k e t e d N e h m i c o n . O w i n g b o t h to 
the cons t ra in ts o n the i r c o n d i t i o n a n d o n the m o r e n a r r o w range 
o f the v isua l m e d i a (at least i n I n d i a ) , they are u n l i k e l y to be 
c r i t i ca l o r selective i n t he i r response to the image o f N e h m 
d i s s e m i n a t e d i n this way. 

F ina l ly , what are the consequences w h i c h b i o g r a p h y may have 
for p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e wr i t ings i n E n g l i s h ? I t h i n k the mos t 
o b v i o u s c o n t r i b u t i o n it makes is to c h a l l e n g e r i g i d genre-based 
c lass i f ica t ion i n this field. So far, such a c h a l l e n g e has b e e n 
m o u n t e d by fiction a lone . T a l i s m a N a z r i n ' s Lajja (Shame) is the 
bes t -known e x a m p l e o f d o c u f i c t i o n i n w h i c h reams o f r epor tage 
are pressed in to the service o f the n o v e l . B i o g r a p h y n e e d no t 
t h row d o w n a c h a l l e n g e as r e g a r d n o m e n c l a t u r e bu t it r equ i re s a 
r e ade r sh ip m o r e o p e n to creat ivi ty whe reve r it is f o u n d ra the r 
t han o n e w h i c h r ecogn izes creat ivi ty o n l y w i t h i n the pa ramete r s 
o f fiction. F o r ins tance , i n the way i n w h i c h it projects the image 
o f N e h m , b i o g r a p h y m i g h t be sa id to fu l f i l the twin func t ions o f 
narra t ive o f the n o v e l i n c o n t e m p o r a r y his tory: "Nar ra t ive c a n 
b r i n g abou t p s y c h o l o g i c a l a n d c u l t u r a l e n l a r g e m e n t . . . a l l o w i n g 
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a fu l l e r sense o f habi ta t a n d b e l o n g i n g " ( C o n n o r 4-5). B i o g r a p h y 
recovers the race a n d class c o m p u l s i o n s that shape the image as 
w e l l as the way i n w h i c h the l a rger f r e e d o m struggle was c o l o u r e d 
by c o n s i d e r a t i o n s o f gender , c o m m u n a l i s m , a n d mass move
ment . I n d o i n g so, it creates n e w c o m m u n i t i e s o f in teres t a n d , as 
has b e e n s h o w n , restructures o l d ones . 

E v e n i f it is c a u t i o n e d that the subject o f b i o g r a p h y invents 
h imsel f , it has to be a c k n o w l e d g e d that it is b i o g r a p h y w h i c h 
projects the image a n d , by p o s i t i o n i n g it i n terms o f tes t imonies 
a n d conce rns , c o n t i n u a l l y re invents it fo r s u c c e e d i n g genera
t ions . I n d e e d b i o g r a p h y c a n o n o c c a s i o n t h i n k i n t o the m i n d o f 
the subject w i t h as m u c h o f a sense o f spec ia l p l e a d i n g as fiction 
c a n show a favour i te p ro tagon i s t . A k b a r ' s analysis o f N e h r u ' s 
h a n d l i n g o f C h i n a is a case i n p o i n t . H a v i n g i n t r o d u c e d the 
debac l e o f the N e h r u years, A k b a r asks: 

D i d N e h r u s u s p e c t a n u n d e r l y i n g r a c i s m i n t h i s w e s t e r n a t t i t u d e to 

C h i n a , a n easy a s s u m p t i o n t h a t the O r i e n t a l s f r o m t h e w i n d i n g l a n e s 

o f t h e i r b a z a a r s m u s t b e w i l y — a n o l d s t e r e o t y p e w h i c h h e h i m s e l f 

h a d e n c o u n t e r e d d u r i n g t h e Raj? N e h r u ' s t e m p e r a m e n t m u s t have 

r e a c t e d a g a i n s t t h e t r a d i t i o n a l s tereotypes : W e s t e q u a l s s t r a i g h t - f r o m -

t h e - s h o u l d e r p u b l i c s c h o o l b o y h o n e s t y ; E a s t e q u a l s l a b y r i n t h i n e 

m i n d s , w h e r e w h a t is s a i d is r a r e l y w h a t is m e a n t . ( A k b a r 5 4 3 - 4 4 ) 

T h i s may n o t be a s o u n d reason fo r N e h r u ' s C h i n a po l i cy . B u t 
does this degree o f imag ina t ive a n d co l l abo ra t i ve sympathy n o t 
e q u a l a n y t h i n g s h o w n i n fiction? 

T h i s leads o n to a n o t h e r c o n t r i b u t i o n m a d e by b i o g r a p h y : the 
c r e a t i o n o f a cha rac te r w i t h d i v i d e d c u l t u r a l loyal t ies . B e g i n n i n g 
w i t h R u d y a r d K i p l i n g ' s Kim (1901) t h r o u g h R a b i n d r a n a t h 
Tagore ' s Gora (1923) to A m i t a v G h o s h ' s The Shadow Lines 
( 1988) , w r i t i n g abou t I n d i a has f r equen t ly l o c a t e d s u c h a charac
ter i n the f o r e g r o u n d . N o t su rpr i s ing ly , a b r i e f b i o g r a p h i c a l aside 
p rac t i ca l ly ident i f ies N e h r u w i t h K i m n o t o n l y because o f a 
sha red c u l t u r a l mosa ic b u t also because o f the in tense desi re for 
r e n u n c i a t i o n that this calls fo r th : "Befo re the e n d o f his first 
m o n t h i n power , N e h m s o u n d e d l i k e a B r i t i s h cha rac t e r o u t o f a 
b o o k by K i p l i n g , c o m p l a i n i n g to P e t h i c k - L a w r e n c e ' f o r the pres
ent the b u r d e n is too heavy ' " ( W o l p e r t 373). T h e p a r a l l e l w i t h 
K i m b u r d e n e d by the m a t e r i a l r e spons ib i l i t y o f the G r e a t G a m e 
a n d the m o r a l r e spons ib i l i t y o f the L a m a ' s L a w c a n be e x t e n d e d . 
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C e n t r a l to N e h r u ' s i m a g e is the g lo ry o f r e n u n c i a t i o n . B r e c h e r 
recal ls N e h r u d ry ly r e m i n d i n g h i m i n a p e r s o n a l i n t e r v i e w — o n e 
o f the very few h e gave o n this s u b j e c t — " M y g r o w t h to p u b l i c 
p r o m i n e n c e . . . was n o t by sharp stages. It was, rather, a steady 
d e v e l o p m e n t over a l o n g p e r i o d o f t ime . A n d i f I may say so . . . I 
b e g a n at a fa i r ly h i g h l eve l " ( B r e c h e r t ) . F o r such a p e r s o n to give 
u p p e r s o n a l f r e e d o m fo r his c o u n t r y is always c i t e d as p r o o f o f the 
m o r a l n i m b u s that s u r r o u n d s the image : " N e h r u h a d . . . the h a l o 
o f a m o d e r n p r i n c e w h o h a d sacr i f iced wea l th a n d le i sure i n the 
struggle fo r i n d e p e n d e n c e . M a n y h a d served w i t h e q u a l devo
t i o n . O t h e r s h a d r e n o u n c e d as m u c h , pe rhaps m o r e . B u t n o n e 
was so h o n o u r e d as the ar i s tocra t ic ' P a n d i t j i ' " ( B r e c h e r 597). 

S o m e t i m e s a b i o g r a p h e r may no t i ce N e h r u ' s d is tance f r o m In
d ia : " T h e w o r l d o f B e r t r a n d Russe l l , Shaw, Wel l s , a n d the Fab ians 
was la rge ly the w o r l d o f N e h r u the p o l i t i c a l leader . T h e w o r l d o f 
the major i ty o f Ind i ans is a m i l l e n n i u m o r so away f r o m that 
w o r l d " ( C r o c k e r 158). A t a n o t h e r t ime , a b i o g r a p h e r m a y c o m 
m e n t o n N e h r u ' s ab i l i ty to b r i d g e two wor lds : the adu la to ry w o r l d 
o f r u r a l I n d i a n fo l lowers a n d the r e m o t e i s l a n d o f D e l h i ' s e l i te 
w h o l o o k e d at the f o r m e r w i t h d i s d a i n . " T h e sole c o n n e c t i o n 
be tween observers a n d obse rved was J a w a h a r l a l N e h r u , w h o h a d 
deser ted the c o m p a n y o f the e l i te to s u r r o u n d h i m s e l f w i t h [the 
r e s t ] . . . . Ye t the cu t o f his achkan coat a n d h is b l o o d - r e d rose i n 
his b u t t o n h o l e , the l u s h g r e e n l awn o f a classical g a r d e n d o m e d 
by the beauty o f the sky, a l l c o m b i n e d to c o m p o s e a n e igh teen th -
cen tury pas tora l p i c t u r e o f a k i n g l y b i r thday . T h e p r i sone r s o f the 
Raj h a d b e c o m e the Raj 's he i rs" (Se ton 369). 

B i o g r a p h i e s o f J a w a h a r l a l N e h r u d o n o t m e r e l y create a n o t h e r 
cha rac te r i n the same m o l d . T h e y suggest the consequences o f 
the ac t ions o f such a cha rac te r fo r b o t h I n d i a a n d the w o r l d . I n 
the process , they address v i ta l issues i n p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e I n d i a : 
the c r e a t i o n o f a new r e l a t i o n s h i p be tween I n d i a a n d the West, 
the r e e x a m i n a t i o n o f the f r e e d o m struggle i n new d i m e n s i o n s o f 
race, class, a n d gender , the rise o f c o m m u n a l i s m a n d the ro l e o f 
subal terni ty. I f these c l a ims for b i o g r a p h y — a n d N e h r u ' s b i o g r a 
p h i e s — s e e m ou t rageous , its pe rhaps n o t s u r p r i s i n g , g iven its 
subject. A f t e r a l l , J a w a h a r l a l N e h r u d i d shake u p a c o n t i n e n t . 
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