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ABSTRACT 

Introduction 

 This dissertation entitled ‘Women in the Lives of the National Leaders of India: 

(A Study on Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru)’ aims to study the significant influence exercised 

by women in shaping, moulding and influencing the life of Jawaharlal Nehru. 

Jawaharlal Nehru shines as a multi-faceted personality amongst the world figures of the 

democratic system of thought and leadership. Incidentally the political life and activities 

of Jawaharlal Nehru have been variously projected but whether women had a role in 

influencing his plan and courses of action have not been sufficiently explored. 

Therefore this study is intended to show how Jawaharlal Nehru had come in touch with 

some leading women personalities of his time like Sarojini Naidu, Annie Beasant,  

Aruna Asaf Ali, Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay, Mridula Sarabhai, Madame Chiang Kai-

shek, Lady Mountbatten and many more who had not only given company to Nehru but 

seem to have nurtured his political ideas and the achievements that he could materialize 

as a national leader. Besides these women, his own women family members had a great 

hand in the evolvement of Nehru as a man which led to the emergence of the well-

integrated personality of Nehru.  His mother Swarup Rani had a great hand in instilling 

and inculcating traditional values in Nehru which formed a basis of his ideals and 

visions throughout his life. Kamala Nehru, Jawaharlal Nehru’s wife was a great pillar of 

strength to him. She had a great hand in developing and strengthening the national spirit 

in Nehru which encouraged and motivated him to fight for the country’s freedom till the 

goal was achieved. Moreover Nehru’s perception of women was formulated on the 
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basis of the influence of women. The role of Chitrangada perceived by Nehru for 

women was in fact inspired from Kamala. 

  Foreign women personalities like Madame Chiang Kai-Shek, Lady 

Mountbatten also had a great hand in the making of Jawaharlal Nehru. Their guidance 

and help at the time of the country’s crisis was likely to have soothed his restless mind 

and showed him the way. Again after independence, Nehru was faced with the 

herculean task of dealing with the crisis of partition which was marked by riots, arson, 

loot, etc. In this regard Nehru must have received support from men too to deal with the 

crisis, but the present study has dwelt upon the notable role played by women to help 

Nehru to grapple with the crisis and how they helped him in the process of emerging 

India as a nation.  

Objectives and Significance of the Study 

 Women played an important role in the life of Jawaharlal Nehru. The objective 

of the study is to analyze the attitude of Nehru towards women, to assess the formative 

phase of the political ideologies of Nehru. The study has looked upon the circumstances 

and issues of interaction and association of women in the life of Nehru and highlighted 

the role of women to mould the political ideas of Nehru. It also focusses to explore the 

leadership charisma of Nehru to attract women in Indian politics and nation building. 

The study has also explored the process of policy making of India and assistance 

received by Nehru from some outstanding women personalities and finally the vision of 

India conceived by Nehru and the contribution and support he obtained from women in 

achieving his desired goal. 



iii	
	

 

Research Methodology 

 The proposed dissertation has presented a documentary analysis of the materials 

related to the life and achievements of Jawaharlal Nehru with reference to their direct or 

indirect association with a large number of women in India and elsewhere. An objective 

review of the published and printed facts and documents has been made highlighting the 

psychological and realistic attitude of Nehru. Some private papers, speeches, private 

notes and newspapers available in various research institutions of India has been 

consulted and used as sources of data for preparation of the proposed dissertation. A 

close scrutiny has been made on the published documents and a research parameter thus 

evolved to understand the personal life of Nehru and at the same time tabulate the 

multifaceted personality of Nehru. Memoirs and personal narratives of some 

personalities have also been consulted to establish relationship of Nehru with some 

women of their time and to explore the stirs to mould the ideology of Nehru as a 

nationalist and to achieve the goal of India’s independence. 

Review of Literature 

 There are sufficient amount of both both primary and secondary sources. The 

important primary sources are the Private Papers of Jawaharlal Nehru and other leading 

women of his times. Besides the oral transcripts of various women was also helpful in 

getting insight into the impression held by women about Nehru and how Nehru also 

exercised a hypnotic influence over them. Newspapers are also important primary 

source for the study. The Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru in several volumes and 
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many parts and the Selected Speeches of Jawaharlal Nehru also constitute the primary 

sources.  The works of Jawaharlal Nehru himself have also provided much needed first 

hand information. Memoirs of various women is also a part of the primary sources. 

 Secondary sources include the vast collection of books, journals, souveniers, and 

periodicals.  

Organization of Thesis 

INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER ONE: Perception of women by Jawaharlal Nehru. 

CHAPTER TWO: Guiding spirit of women in the life of Nehru- Motivation and 

   Evolution. 

CHAPTER THREE: The leadership charisma of Nehru and its appeal to Indian  

   women. 

CHAPTER FOUR: Women in moulding of nationalist orientation in Nehru. 

CHAPTER FIVE: Imagining Modern India by Nehru- Response of women and its 

   horizon. 

CHAPTER SIX: Nehruvian leadership and the Women Empowerment in India. 

CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION  
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PREFACE 

The life of Jawaharlal Nehru is abundantly documented and my interest in the study of 

Jawaharlal Nehru arose after reading his remarkable pieces of writings in English like 

Letters from a Father to his Daughter, Discovery of India and many more and a host of 

other biographies on Nehru. The works on and by Nehru reveal that he was a great man 

and a leader of unbounded popularity and public esteem. Such a personality of historical 

importance shone in his own inexplicable glory. His statesmanship and his idealism 

have earned for him a unique place amongst the world’s great men. He was a great 

humanist as he had a deep and abiding faith in humanity. He had a profound sense of 

history and great respect for India’s people and heritage of India. His most outstanding 

contribution to the people of India was leading the country to freedom which forms a 

glorious chapter in the history of this nation. After independence he was the builder of 

modern India and he laid the firm foundation of a strong, vibrant and self-reliant India 

of his dreams. The impact of his vibrant and magnetic personality on all facets of life in 

modern India was all-pervasive and far-reaching.  In the political field he remains a 

uniquely endowed personality comparable to the greatest leaders of all times. Fact 

remains that Nehru was fortunate in enjoying the association and collaborations of host 

of leaders cum nationalist both Indian and foreign who not only joined their hands in 

the anti-colonial movement but also dedicated themselves to the process of 

reconstruction of India after independence. Therefore, it may be seen that horde of 

works have been produced reflecting on these various facets of Nehru’s life. However 

the present work would delve into another aspect of Nehru’s life i.e. it would see how 
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women perhaps played an important role in moulding, nurturing and influencing the life 

of Nehru in various ways namely social, political, cultural and in the process 

contributed to the making of a great national and international leader and a great 

statesman of his time. 
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Date: 
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WOMEN IN THE LIVES OF THE NATIONAL LEADERS OF INDIA: (A 

STUDY ON PANDIT JAWAHARLAL NEHRU) 

INTRODUCTION 

 The thesis Women in the Lives of the National Leaders of India: (A Study on 

Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru) has attempted to focus on the part played by women in 

shaping, moulding and influencing the life, and activities of a great leader Pandit 

Jawaharlal Nehru. 

 In the modern society, though we talk about equality and freedom, it is a fact 

that most of the women are marginalized and deprived of basic human rights.  The so 

constructed patriarchal society has constrained the growth of women in every respect, 

thought there are exception in certain cases where woman has also reached the heights 

of its success. The debate on the question of position of women is a never ending 

process. The social status and position of women in India from ancient to the present 

times has been much the focus of writing and in this respect, many outstanding works 

have been and being done on various aspects of women which has been a point of 

discourse among the academicians, social scientist, feminists and so on. While some 

writers have idealized and glorified the position of women in different times and places, 

others have focused upon their continuous exploitation and oppression.  In the ancient 

period, women, in general enjoyed some degree of freedom in social, political, 

educational and religious activities. The wife was treated as the queen of the family in 

the Rigvedic times. There is abundant evidence in the Rig Veda which point to the fact 

that women were fully the equals of men as regards access to and capacity for the 
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highest knowledge.1 In the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (vi 4, 17 or 18) there was a ritual 

which was supposed to ensure the birth of a pandita or learned daughter2 and the 

Samyutta Nikaya (III, 2,6) stated that a talented daughter was of greater value than a 

son.3 The achievements of intellectual feats by women revealed a healthy tradition of 

imparting training to daughters. Women enjoyed parity of status and prestige in society. 

The position of women was said to be good during the Vedic times, as they had 

considerable freedom in terms of marriage, could move freely, could participate in 

religious rites along with their husband, and were regarded as joint owners of the 

household and property along with the husband. Incidentally, Jawaharlal Nehru stated 

that: “In many respects she (woman) was honoured and respected and had a fair 

measure of freedom taking part in social and cultural activities. Indian history is full of 

the names of famous women, including thinkers and philosophers, rulers and warriors.”4 

 However with the gradual passage of time, the position of woman began to 

deteriorate and her position in the patriarchal Indian society became miserable 

eventually. Female chastity, pre-puberty and strict monogamous marriage came to be 

emphasized in the later period.  “The decline in women's education, practice of pre-

puberty marriage and a whole lot of other institutional and conceptual influences of the 

period cumulatively established the supremacy of the male over female and pushed 

Indian women into dependency and subjugation.”5 The growing decline of Indian 

women is evident from the Law of Manu where he states that “When young she 

(woman) depends on her father, when married on her husband and when old on her 

sons.”6 Sati system also began to take deep roots and the plight of the widows became 

miserable.  
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 The position of women saw further decline with the advent of the Muslims. 

They brought with them the obnoxious and negative practice of purdah which secluded 

the women further. In this respect, one may quote Jawaharlal Nehru who observed that 

Arab women did not observe purdah initially, he writes: “success made the Arabs 

imitate more and more the customs of the two old empires on either side of them- the 

Eastern Roman and the Persian. They had defeated the former and put an end to the 

latter, but they themselves succumbed to many an evil habit of these empires… 

Gradually the harem system begins, and men and women meet each other less and less 

socially. Unhappily this seclusion of women became a feature of Islamic society and 

India also learnt it from them when the Muslims came here.”7 A.S. Altekar also opines 

that it is likely that the purdah system was unknown in ancient India.8 According to 

Altekar, its general adoption took place subsequent to the advent of Muslim rule in 

India.9 Moreover polygamy and unilateral right of divorce for men became common 

practice during the Muslim period.   

 Therefore social evils like child-marriage, female infanticide, sati system, 

prohibition of women remarriage, polygamy, denial of education to women etc, became 

a recurrent feature of the society which adversely affected the position of women. This 

kind of pathetic and deplorable condition of the women had drawn the attention of the 

few intellectuals of 19th Century India, especially Bengal and their socio-religious 

movement led to the rethinking of India society with respect to women and their social 

dignity. They began to question the shastric injunctions which had belittled the dignity 

and position of women and ultimately a reawakening started in India with reference to 

the question of women issue. In this respect Raja Rammohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra 
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Vidyasagar, Jyotiba Phule and of course Gandhi actually pushed up the society to a 

direction which has perhaps rather, led to the path of emancipation as well as 

empowerment of women in the later period. In this respect Geraldine Forbes talking 

about woman question also pointed out that: “It became the central question in 

nineteenth century British India because the foreign rulers had focussed their attention 

on this particular aspect of society. Enamored with their ‘civilizing mission’ influential 

British writers condemned Indian religions, culture and society for their rules and 

customs regarding women.”10  

 We see that feminists have always projected woman as a suppressed lot who had 

and have no voice and therefore understood to having no power in the male-dominated 

society. The social reconstruction of women has been largely guided by patriarchal 

ideologies. In these so- called modern societies women are still, not only living a 

marginalized and deprived life but also their contribution in the development of human 

society is being ignored and most of the time unrecorded. In recent past, many critical 

and feminist theorists identified the marginalization of women and their contributions in 

past and present societies, and their major focus has always been on women 

empowerment. They argue that woman has had and is still sharing the world equally 

with men. However the experiences, activities and achievements of men is always being 

highlighted more than of women, whose experiences are also in fact wide and varied. It 

has been argued that women were also history makers just like men but, they had been 

left out of the narrative most of the time.11 In the recent time Subaltern historians have 

given importance to women in their studies. However woman’s history is yet to emerge 
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in a full fledged form. Gerda Lerner12 remark on the treatment of women in the history 

of the United States is well applicable to Indian history. She states that: 

 “the striking fact about the historiography of women is the general neglect of the subject by 
historians. As long as historians held to the traditional view that only the transmission and 
exercise of power were worthy of their interest, women were of necessity ignored. There was 
little room in political, diplomatic and military history for American women, who were, longer 
than any other single group in the population, outside the power structure.”13 

 

 This is true for the history of any country. In the context of India, women 

contributed in the process of making history by their incessant participation in the 

Indian freedom struggle and in the process of nation building after independence. 

 However our present study is not on that line of thinking. It will not talk about 

the debate and the question of woman status and position in the society and its 

marginalization. It is true that the activities of men have been considered significant to 

historical development and women have been left out from the narratives. Nevertheless, 

women though, living a restricted life, have played significant role in bringing about 

changes in the society since past. Women possessed and still have the capability to 

influence the family as well as society.14 There are many ways in which women’s 

contribution in the development of human society and civilization can be analyzed. One 

way, definitely, is to highlight contribution of some women in different field of life. In 

this context it would be worthwhile to consider Nehru’s observation about women when 

he remarked: 

 “I am partial to the women of India, and the more I have wondered about this great country the 
more I have felt a certain pride in our womenfolk. Women in India have played an important 
part in our social life and in our history. They have played this part in every branch of national 
activity, from high learning to valour on the battlefield. But it is their unobtrusive work in the 
village or in the larger community, that has moulded the nation.”15 
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 Therefore the focus of my study would be to understand the contribution of 

women in the development of human society, to analyze the influence of women on the 

life of great man who had brought notable changes in different facets of his life. It goes 

in line with the famous quote “Behind every successful man there is a woman”.  In this 

connection this study will try to see that aspect of woman in the form of mother, wife, 

sister, friend who consciously or unconsciously are always a source of strength, support 

and contribute directly or indirectly in making of a man, hence in developing and 

strengthening different aspect of human life. In fact  the historical literature have 

emphasized and  variously projected the political life and activities of Nehru but 

whether women had a hand in influencing his plan and course of action are yet to be 

explored and a matter of interrogation. Though there are many studies that highlight the 

influence of different personality on different great leaders of India, however they focus 

on seeing influence of man over man, and influence of women are generally ignored in 

such study as well. Very few works have been done to find out the role played by 

women in moulding and influencing the mind-set, temperament, mental make-up, 

policy making of any political thinker. It has not sufficiently thrown light on how a 

woman may be relevant or important to influence the mindset and thinking of a national 

leader.  Very less attention is given to the various ways in which women have played 

significant role in the lives of men. A closer look and an indepth study would unfold 

that women have always played an important and significant role in moulding and 

building the lives of men and in our history. For instance Mahatma Gandhi 

acknowledged: “If you notice any purity in me, I have inherited it from my mother, and 

not my father… The only impression she ever left on my mind is that of saintliness.”16 
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Moreover Gandhi himself admitted that he learnt the truth of non-violence from his 

wife Kasturba Gandhi, who had been a victim of torture and sufferings under Gandhi. 

Gandhi’s vision and attitude towards women was greatly influenced by his mother and 

his wife and many of his close women associates like Annie Beasant, Millie Graham 

Pollock, Margaret Cousins, Madeline Slade, Sarojini Naidu, Sarala Devi Chaudhurani, 

Amrit Kaur, Kamaladevi Chattopadhy, Sushila Nayar and many more also contributed 

to a certain extent in framing his perception of women. Again Mohammed Ali Jinnah’s 

wife Ruttie Jinnah also played a very important role in Jinnah’s life. Though their 

marriage did not last long yet, she remained a strong political companion of her 

husband and her political life revolved round her husband. She regularly accompanied 

him to important political functions. Jinnah also acknowledged that she was the only 

human being he ever came close to.17 Jatindra Mohan Sengupta’s British wife Nellie 

Sengupta became a dedicated life-partner who fought alongside with her husband 

against the colonial rulers of their motherland. In this way the national leaders of India 

came under the influence of women in various capacities as mother, sister, friends, 

comrades who influenced and guided their lives. 

 The present project is undertaken to rather to pick up these issues about the great 

personality i.e. Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru. It is a fact that Nehru was a nation builder par 

excellence. He was not only a nationalist and led the country to freedom, but being the 

first Prime Minister of India he had certain responsibilities and obligations to build the 

nation because India had been under the British colonial rule for a long period of time 

and before that many outsiders had ruled India. So there was a need of reconstructing 

and restructuring India as a nation and naturally being the first Prime Minister, he had 
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the obligation to materialize this responsibility or national duty of nation building. In 

our study it appears that Nehru had the opportunity to be associated with women not 

only in India but also of the Western as well as Asian countries and if someone scans 

his life and his way of thinking then one can say that, right from his childhood he was 

influenced by some way or the other by his mother, sisters, wife and daughter and after 

when he emerged as a full- fledged leader of India, he in came in touch with great and 

extraordinary women personalities of his time. In this attempt we would like to focus 

here some of the remarkable personalities he met from his childhood down to the period 

he became Prime Minister and through analysis we will see that Nehru was not only a 

Prime Minister but he was a nationalist, a nation builder, an international figure and also 

a great advocate of women’s rights and women empowerment. Thus this study would 

be a unique work since it would highlight the role of different women in shaping 

Nehru’s life and thought that ultimately shaped modern India. 

 The whole thesis has been organized into Seven Chapters excluding the 

Introduction. 

 In Chapter I, an attempt has been made to study the perception of women by 

Jawaharlal Nehru in the light of women. The chapter discusses how Nehru held a 

certain attitude towards women and women also played a significant role to influence 

his mind and this in turn influenced his views and perception on women. 

 Chapter II deals with the guiding spirit of women in the life of Nehru. It unfolds 

how women acted as a motivating and guiding force in the mental make-up, 
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temperament and the overall development of personality of Nehru and this in turn led to 

the emergence of Nehru as a great man and as a great leader 

 Chapter III highlights the leadership charisma of Nehru and its appeal to 

women. It is no doubt true that Nehru was influenced by women, but this chapter 

intends to show that women were in turn also captivated, fascinated and drawn by the 

multi-faceted personality and leadership charisma of Nehru that they gave their whole 

hearted devotion and commitment on Nehru’s call to join the freedom movement, fight 

for equality of status and participate in the nation building process. 

 The role of women in moulding and guiding the nationalist orientation of 

Jawaharlal Nehru forms the theme of Chapter IV of the thesis. It is well known that 

Nehru was a great national leader and a nationalist, but here this chapter traces how 

women played a vital and significant role in making of the nationalist in Nehru which in 

turn contributed to the emergence of Nehru as a leading figures of the Indian freedom 

movement. 

 Chapter V focuses on the imagining of modern India by Nehru and how in the 

process of building the newly formed Indian nation, many women personalities 

including his women family members came in different capacities and helped him in the 

process of imagining, structuring and forging the nation. 

 Chapter VI shows how Nehru an ardent supporter of women rights and equality 

of both men and women under his leadership strived hard to give women the best of 

opportunities in all spheres of life in order to empower them so that, they could be an 

asset to the nation and contribute in all ways for the development of the nation. 
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The observations and overview of the research work connected with the preceding 

chapters are summed up in the Conclusion which forms Chapter VII of the thesis. 
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Chapter-I 

 

PERCEPTION OF WOMEN BY JAWAHARLAL NEHRU 

 

  A great French idealist, Charles Fourier1 once said: “One could judge the civilization of a 
country by the social and political position of its women.” And if we are to judge India today, 
we shall have to judge her by her women. The future that we build up will also be judged by the 
position of Indian women,”  

          
         Jawaharlal Nehru2 

 Jawaharlal Nehru was often seen quoting Charles Fourier in most of his writings 

and speeches which shows the considerable importance he gave to women of India, on 

the basis of which his understanding of women can be analyzed and studied. Today the 

study of Nehru has not only been confined in relation to history, economics, political 

science but the study also unfolds itself in various interdisciplinary areas like women 

studies, caste studies, peace studies, etc. In the historiography of women, it can be seen 

the study of Nehru leads to the formulation of a new aspect of Nehru as a feminist, as he 

was constantly seen highlighting the status of women in India and strongly advocated 

for equality between sexes, women emancipation, economic content of women rights 

and obligations that can add a new perspective on Nehru’s understanding of women. 

His approach towards women was based on more ‘realistic and practical 

considerations’3. Since he had high respect for women and looked upon them as 

superior beings, he believed that women could be good judges and think about the 

nation and hence wanted them to participate in the nation building process. And this 

was possible only if women were given due dignity and place in the society. This new 



13	
	

study of Nehru have cropped up on account of his multi-faceted and dynamic 

personality and his contributions to various aspect of human life-social, cultural, 

political and economic.  

 Nehru believed that the subjugation of women was not merely an abstract moral 

condition but a social and historical experience requiring sober appraisal. 4 Nehru’s 

great concern for the womenfolk and the redressal of their problems can be well 

understood in the statement made by his biographer S. Gopal at the conclusion of the 

Nehru centenary year where he stated that  

 
“Nehru himself would have wanted to be judged by what he had secured for the women in 
India. Way back in 1928 he asserted that a test of a civilization is the way it treats its women. 
And in 1964, a few months before his death, he acknowledged that, looking back on his life, 
what gave him the greatest satisfaction was not, as one would have thought, the opportunity he 
had provided for the Indian people to govern themselves, but what he had been able to do to 
better the status of Indian women.” 5  

 
 

 Nehru’s deep involvement for the concern and improvement of the status of the 

womenfolk of India has made me to add one chapter on the perception of women by 

Nehru. Based on his understanding of the status and position of women from time 

immemorial, he constructed and reconstructed his ideas on women. Before formulating 

the ideas of Nehru on women it would be pertinent to study firstly, the influences which 

moulded Nehru’s view on women. Nehru was of the firm belief that education and 

economic independence would lead to the emancipation of women which in turn would 

lead to the progress of the society and nation.  In doing so, with a perceptive mind, 

Nehru figures out the various handicaps that women were facing and suggests various 

ways to resolve the problems affecting women’s position which had led to the 
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degradation of their status in the society. It was this concern for improving and raising 

the status of women and his persistent efforts to make them co-partners with men in 

every field of life that Nehru can be studied not only as a political leader or a freedom 

fighter, or an internationalist but also as a crusader of women emancipation and 

women’s rights. Therefore Jawaharlal Nehru can also be studied in the light of feminist 

perspective. The perception of women by Nehru have unveiled some of the prejudices 

at work in the traditional outlook of women.  

 

Influences Which Moulded Nehru’s View On Women 

 

 Before going into analyzing the perception of women by Nehru, it would be 

important to point out some of the factors which were instrumental in moulding the 

thought and ideology of Nehru that played an important role in the germination, 

sprouting and blossoming of his ideas on women. His idea of women was deeply 

influenced by the kind of upbringing and cultural backgrounds to which he had been 

exposed. As a pampered child, Nehru had been brought up under the loving care and 

affection of his mother Swarup Rani, who was able to inculcate in him strong traditional 

values which left a deep impact in his mind. He followed these values even when he 

was away from his home for studies in England and also throughout his life. This is 

evident from the numerous correspondences that was exchanged between mother and 

son where Swarup Rani used to constantly pour out her feelings of insecurity and fear 

that Nehru might not respect her after he would come back from England. But Nehru 

had high respect for his mother and making her feel his everlasting respect assured her 

in a letter written from London on 24 June 1910 that  



15	
	

 
“You asked me in your previous letter if I would treat you with respect after my return to India. 
I was really surprised to read that. What do you think of me that you ask me such a question? If 
an illiterate man does not respect his mother, people have a very low opinion of him. So if I, 
who have a little education, behave so badly, it would be still worse. What is the use of a man 
being educated if he does not know how to behave towards his parents?”6 

 

This clearly shows that the respect which he had towards his mother was 

naturally reflected in his respectful attitude towards women in general. 

 It is likely that Nehru’s broad outlook of women was the outcome of the broad 

environment at home in which he grew up. Motilal Nehru had been able to keep his 

family well knit together and he was extremely proud of his family. Swarup Rani 

though very traditional and conservative was respected and held in high esteem by 

Motilal Nehru. Though she could not speak English yet she ably discharged her duties 

as hostess at Western style parties and she also used to accompany Motilal at invitations 

to English homes.7 The widowed sister of Swarup Rani, Bibi Amma was well integrated 

into the family. It is seen that sometimes the entire family used to travel to distant towns 

to attend the marriage function of relative and close friends. In this way the women 

stayed away from home for several weeks and it also provided scope for the girls of 

marriageable age to meet eligible bachelors as there was no purdah among the 

Kashmiris, and boys and girls met and mixed freely with one another.8 Nehru’s sisters 

Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit and Krishna Hutheesing were educated and trained by Western 

governesses and they were given great deal of freedom by Motilal. Such was the degree 

of freedom that women enjoyed in Nehru’s home.  Moreover the younger women of 

Nehru’s family, his cousins, were forward looking women for those days. “Most of 

them spoke English and were interested in various activities outside the home.”9 The 
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existence of such an environment, where women were free, outgoing and were held in 

high esteem, was likely to have had moulded him in such a fashion that he looked upon 

women as an independent entity and his perception of women was developed and 

formulated in this background. 

 
 Next Western education had exposed him to the new horizons of sciences, 

which turned him into a rationalist. All this helped him in the shaping of his entire 

approach and outlook towards life10, which was now deeply rooted in modernity, 

science and technology and this aspect was reflected in his ideas and perception on, of 

and about woman which truly reflects his feminist spirit. Nehru deeply desired and 

wanted to revive, awaken, enthuse, liberate and revolutionize the thoughts and deeds of 

his people who had been steeped in centuries of social and intellectual inactivity. 

Therefore he wanted to draw out the Indian women from the age of ignorance, 

economic bondage, liberate them and also change the attitude of people at large towards 

women. His vision of a nation rooted in modernity, technology and progress contributed 

to the development of a broad minded mentality and attitude towards women. For 

Nehru, Western modernity and technology was the way to achieving gender equality. 

 
Jawaharlal Nehru during his early days in England had come under the strong 

influence of various emancipation movements in Europe which reinforced his ideas on 

women exploitation and inequality in the society and he analyzed Indian problem from 

that point of view. He himself writes in his Autobiography, that while he was in London 

he was “vaguely attracted to the Fabians and socialistic ideas, and interested in the 

political movements of the day. Ireland and the woman suffrage movement interested 
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me especially,” 11 writing further, he says “how, during a visit to Ireland in the summer 

of 1910, the early beginnings of Sinn Fein had attracted me.” 12 Study of Marx and 

Lenin also made a powerful effect on Nehru’s mind which helped him to see history 

and current affairs in a new light.13 This reinforced his humanist spirit further and 

strengthened “his ideas and convictions in an egalitarian world view.” 14    

It may be noted here that the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, a landmark in 

women’s emancipation in Russia which granted women equal political and economic 

rights with men had a tremendous impact in Nehru’s mind. Writing about the 

Revolution Nehru says, “……..the Soviet Revolution had advanced human society by a 

great leap and had lit a bright flame which could not be smothered, and that it had laid 

the foundations for the new civilization towards which the world could advance.”15  

During his first visit to Soviet Union in 1927 he wrote in a series of articles “whatever 

other failings, the Russian woman of today may have, she is certainly not a chattel or 

plaything of man. She is independent, aggressively so, and refuses to play second fiddle 

to man.”16 He further remarked  

 
“I was present for a while at women’s conference in Moscow. Krupskaya, the widow of Lenin, 
was there and Madame Sun Yat -sen, and the aged Clara Zetkin, and a large number of women 
from foreign countries. And all the women from the other countries of Europe who spoke, 
envied their Russian sisters for the social and economic freedom they had won.”17 

 
Therefore his early contact with all political and emancipation movements in 

Europe and Soviet Russia left a deep imprint in his mind and this fully made him to 

realize that women rights problems was a universal problem and the women in India 

who also faced similar problems could also rise up like their European counterpart and 

improve their status and position. 
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 It can be seen that Nehru described himself as a man of action and this may be 

clear from the statement that he made in his Discovery of India where he mentioned that 

while he was imprisoned in Ahmadnagar fort, the thought of action always filled his 

mind and he had a great yearning for action. Writing further he said: 

 
 “This urge to action, this desire to experience life through action has influenced all my thought 
and activity. Even sustained thinking, apart from being itself a kind of action, becomes part of 
the action to come. It is not something entirely abstract, in the void, unrelated to action and life. 
The past becomes something that leads up to the present, the moment of action, the future 
something that flows from it; and all three are inextricably intertwined and interrelated.” 18  

 
 This clearly shows that Nehru was passionate about action and his life was in 

fact, full of eventful activities. It seems likely that this strong urge for action also guided 

him for the cause of women of India. He could not remain a silent spectator of women’s 

sufferings and sorrows and constantly insisted them to fight for their rights. He 

constantly reminded the women that, “you will have to bear the whole burden of the 

struggle for women’s emancipation yourself.”19 He devoted himself full-fledgedly to 

the improvement of the status of women in the society and tried to bring them at par 

with men. The fact that Nehru looked upon both men and women as equal can be made 

out from the speech which he gave on the first Independence Day:   

 
“Each one of us, man or woman, young and old, must therefore, toil and work… We did not 
win our freedom so that we might rest afterwards but in order to work harder to hold and 
strengthen then that freedom…. Our labours as free men and women will lay the foundations for 
a great future and our labour of love for the cause of India and our people will endure; so will 
the fact that we are building brick by brick, the great mansion of free India. There is joy in such 
work.” 20 
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Nehru’s Ideal of Womanhood and Condemnation of Social Evils 

 As far as the Indian women is concerned, Nehru held that there were two views 

on the position of women in the society, which he felt are far from truth and put forward 

his own opinion in sometimes condemning their position and sometimes in justifying it 

with examples.21 One was the traditional viewpoint propounded by Mahatma Gandhi, 

according to whom Sita, Savitiri, Damayanti were ideals of Indian womanhood who 

were embodiments of purity, faithfulness, devotion and submissiveness to their 

husbands, and constantly exhorted women of India to emulate their examples. The other 

view, mostly found in the western countries was that Indian women were backward and 

suppressed class and treated almost like a chattel.22 

  
 But Nehru refused to identify women with the ancient Indian ideal of 

womanhood and disliked the idea to looking into the past too much as Gandhi did, and 

in this regard he said:  

 

“We are too much in the habit of looking back and praising the past. We are entitled to do that, 
because there are many things in our past history and culture which are praiseworthy and for 
which we can take legitimate pride. But that is a bad habit, all the same to be looking back all 
the time.” 23 
 

 Nehru showed his strong disagreement with Gandhi’s constant exhortation of 

women to uphold the values of ancient heroines and expressing his deep dissatisfaction 

at the lot of the Indian woman while addressing the students of Mahila Vidyapeeth said:  

 
“We hear a good deal about Sita and Savitri. They are revered names in India and rightly so. 
But I have a feeling that these echoes from the past are raised chiefly to hide our present 
deficiencies and to prevent us from attacking the root causes of women’s degradation in India 
today.” 24 
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Questioning further on this outdated and traditional social model for Indian 

women as outlined by Gandhi, Nehru stated that: 

 
“ ……. Sita and Savitiri are mentioned as ideals for the women. I do not seem to remember men 
being reminded in the same manner of Ramchandra and Satyavan and urged to behave like 
them. It is only the women who have to behave like Sita and Savitiri, the men may behave as 
they like. I do not know whether Indian men are supposed to be perfect, or incapable of any 
further improvement.” 25  

 
 

 It is no doubt, that Nehru held Sita, Savitri in high esteem and acknowledged the 

fact that “they had played an important role in the context of the times in which they 

lived”26, but Nehru did not want the women to live on the reputation acquired by these 

traditional heroines since he was of the view that these examples could not be applied to 

modern conditions as conditions have changed.  It was illogical to look into the out-

dated icons of the times in the present-day modern world of science and technology. 

Adding further he said, “While we may take inspiration from the good qualities that the 

ancient heroes and heroines possessed, we cannot exactly copy everything that might 

have been done in those times because times have changed.”27  So he did not want to 

see the trait of silent suffering of Sita in women.28 

  
 On the other hand, Nehru’s perception of women was that of an outwardly, 

outgoing rebellious woman who would identify herself equally with men in all spheres 

of life, and would rebel against the tyrannical and unjust social customs and carve out a 

strong position for themselves in the society and contribute for the cause of the society 

and nation.  It is likely that Kamala Nehru, his wife, who was an ardent feminist and a 

strong nationalist, by her activities and her support to him, acted as a strong force in 
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reinforcing his ideas on women further. As a feminist, Kamala fought many battles for 

the rights of women. She was a high spirited and courageous lady who played an 

important part in the country’s struggle for independence. Nehru also observed the 

independent spirit in her since she wanted to play her own part in the national struggle 

and did not want to depend on her husband or live in his glory. She wanted to carve out 

an independent identity of her own. Nehru saw the image of Chitrangada29 in Kamala as 

he could read the message in her eyes saying to him:  

 
“I am Chitra. No goddess to be worshipped, nor yet the object of common pity to be 
brushed aside like a moth with indifference. If you deign to keep me by your side in the 
path of danger and daring, if you allow me to share the great duties of your life, then 
you will know my true self.”30 
 
 
 It can be said that Nehru wanted women to adorn the same role of Chitrangada 

as exemplified by Kamala and not be the silent suffering woman of Sita tradition. It is 

likely that he wanted to see this ideal of womanhood in the women of India which 

would integrate woman’s sexuality and her identity as man’s equal partner in the sphere 

outside home.31 The dynamism which was shown by women including his women 

family members by taking part in the civil disobedience movement alongside with men 

was what appealed to Nehru very much as this was the kind of role he perceived for 

women. He wrote in his Autobiography 

 
 “Women had always been there of course, but now there was an avalanche of them, which took 
not only the British Government but their own men-folk by surprise. Here were these women, 
women of the upper or middle-classes, leading sheltered lives in their homes- peasant women, 
working-class women, rich women- pouring out in their tens of thousands in defiance of 
government order and police lathi. It was not only that display of courage and daring, but what 
was even more surprising was the organizational power, they showed.”32 
 
.  
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 It is likely that Kamala was a source of inspiration and a guiding force in 

helping Nehru to perceive women from a perspective different from that of Gandhi. 

Kamala herself became symbolic of the epitome of womanhood which got engraved in 

his mind, the reflection of which he wanted to see in the women of India. Moreover 

Nehru had also seen foreign women comrades like Madame Chiang Kai-shek, Edwina 

Mountbatten who were equal partners with their husbands and worked shoulder to 

shoulder with their husbands in their political activities. Not only this, they also acted as 

a guiding force to Nehru in his political activities in various ways. So this must have 

again made Nehru to perceive women not as submissive and docile entity but as strong, 

independent and spirited beings and equal partners along with men. 

 
As Nehru mentions in his Discovery of India that he looked upon people as 

individuals rather than vague groups33, each individual worthy of attention and women 

who were also individuals and constituted the masses drew the notice of Nehru to the 

various disabilities and handicaps from which the Indian women suffered from. He was 

averse to the idea that women’s place was in the home and her ideal should be that of a 

devoted wife and nothing more and that her chief delight should be in skillfully rearing 

her children and serving her revered elders. This according to him meant that: 

 
“woman has one profession and one only, that is the profession of marriage and it is our chief 
business to train her for this profession. Even in this profession her lot is to be one of secondary 
importance. She is always to be the devoted help-mate, the follower and the obedient slave of 
her husband and others.” 34 
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According to Nehru, in India women had to fight many social evils, had to break 

many an inherited custom that enchains them and drags them down.35 Emphasizing on 

the disabilities suffered by women, Nehru said 

 
“………….We have purdah and child-marriage and denial of rights to women in so many 
fields. Go to any country and you will see bright-faced boys and girls playing and growing 
strong in mind and body. Here children of the same age are kept in purdah locked up in cages 
almost and denied in a large measure all freedom. They are married just when they should be 
growing physically and intellectually and are thus stunted and made miserable for life.” 36 

 

Therefore the social evils like purdah, early marriage, untouchability and 

illiteracy had greatly undermined the position of the women in the society, and 

according to him if women were to forge ahead, then these evil customs had to be 

wiped away. Nehru held men responsible for the deterioration of the position of women 

in the society. According to him the civilization, customs and laws have been made by 

man and whereas he has taken good care to place himself in a superior position, on the 

other hand they treated women as a chattel and a plaything and exploited them for his 

own advantage and amusement. Therefore, “under this continuous pressure women has 

been unable to grow and to develop her capacities to her fullest, and then man has 

blamed her for her backwardness.”37 So Nehru vehemently attacked this aspect of 

difference between man and woman, where the former held a dominant position, and 

refused to identify themselves equally with women in the society and also in personal 

relations. Kamala Nehru also “spoke of women’s struggle for freedom against man-

made laws and customs and urged the women not to be too submissive to their 

menfolk.” It is inevitable that Kamala’s feminist voice and her active struggle for giving 

women their rightful place in the society apparently left a deep impress on Nehru’s 
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mind and acted as a moral force upon him to be assertive in his fight for the rights of 

women. 

 
Nehru particularly abhorred the purdah system and according to him the main 

reason for cause of India’s decay in the past centuries had been the purdah or the 

seclusion of women. The women members of Nehru’s family did not observe purdah 

nor did they face seclusion at home. Having lived in an environment where his women 

family members enjoyed freedom, where they were independent and outgoing and 

identified themselves as equal partners with the menfolk, so this might have influenced 

his mind to see women of India and elsewhere also at the same level. On the evil 

practice of purdah he said: “Whenever I think of women in purdah, cut off from the 

outside world, I invariably think of a prison or a zoo! How can a nation go ahead if half 

of its population is kept hidden away in a kind of prison?”38 

 
Nehru referred to the women as “the depressed classes in India and the 

world….economically and otherwise depressed…. We have to remove these bars and 

give equal opportunity and equal privilege to all of them before we can have an 

advanced nation.”39 But again Nehru also realized that each woman had great potential 

for building themselves and making themselves strong enough to withstand the 

onslaught of the social evils which had been affecting their position for ages and carve 

out a niche for themselves in the society. Therefore, Nehru also urged and encouraged 

the womenfolk to themselves take up the lead to fight against the evil practices like 

purdah, child marriage which stood in their progress to improve their status in the 

society and contribute to the nation building. Nehru was aware that women themselves 
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who were leading a sheltered life knew that they were suffering from “many repressions 

and customs produced by society dominated to his advantage by man.”40  So when there 

was an exhortation to fight for freedom, it had a double meaning for them and Nehru 

felt proud of the enthusiasm shown by the womenfolk in not only fighting against the 

British rule, but also displaying their intense “desire to rid themselves of domestic 

slavery also.”41 

 
As Nehru said, “I am partial to the women of India, and the more I have 

wandered about this great country the more I have felt a certain pride in our 

womenfolk” 42, so he also perceived women from a different perspective. Disagreeing 

with Manu, the ancient lawgiver, according to whom the legal position of women in 

ancient India was bad, he argued saying, “judged from modern standards it was far 

better than in ancient Greece and Rome, in early Christianity, in the Canon Law of 

medieval Europe, and indeed right up to comparatively modern times at the beginning 

of the nineteenth century.” 43 

 
It can be seen that while on the one hand, Nehru figured out the various 

problems which undermined her position in the society, on the other hand he also 

glorified her position in the society. He expressed his satisfaction and happiness when 

he witnessed the women of India who were ‘gentle and yet brave and indomitable’44, 

proudly marching ahead in the course of the freedom struggle and gradually tearing 

away with the barbarous practice of purdah. He also observed that: 

 
“Women in India have played an important part in our social life and in our history. They have 
played this part in every branch of national activity, from high learning to valour on the 
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battlefield. But it is their unobstrusive work in the household, in the village or in the larger 
community that, has moulded the nation.”45 

 
 
Nehru while trying to counter the low opinion on women held by the West 

argued: 

 
“In northern India, where the purdah system has prevailed and many other evil customs of 
seclusion, the 1930 civil disobedience movement played an extraordinary and astounding part in 
putting an end to that system of seclusion of women. They came out from their houses when 
their menfolk were in prison; they took the lead in the great movement; they played their part; 
they showed quite extraordinary power of organization, discipline and enterprise. That kind of 
thing sent up our womenfolk in the estimation of not only our country at large, but of other 
people in other parts of the world who had been in the habit of saying that Indian women were 
slaves and incapable of doing anything. They were surprised and astounded at the change that 
they saw.” 46 

 
 
Nehru had great faith and confidence in the abilities of women and said: “I think 

if anybody can truly represent the spirit of India, the women can do it and not the 

men.”47 He saw women as powerful potential force who could mould and build the 

destiny of the family, society and nation. Speaking in this direction he said, “Women 

play an important role in the development of a country….. Indian women particularly 

will have to play a dominant role if the country is to achieve any glory.”48  

 

Nehru’s Views on Women’s Education and Economic Independence 

 

Jawaharlal Nehru was very well aware of the fact that, unless women were 

emancipated, the country could not progress and women emancipation was possible 

only if the women were educated and economically self-reliant. Looking back into the 

past he had seen “wherever girl’s education was encouraged in India, there was 

progress.”49 He held the view that “girl’s education is not an end in itself but is 
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intimately connected with the social fabric and with advance along other lines, too.”50 

Therefore the key to the progress of the society and nation was women’s education.  

The idea that women should remain confined within the kitchen or household 

did not appeal to him. Women had a much wider role to play since they exerted great 

influence on the society. Since children who are the citizens of tomorrow were likely to 

imitate their mothers till they become mature beings and are able to think for 

themselves, so here therefore women had a tremendous responsibility for which they 

had to prepare themselves with great care while they were students. Only education 

could prepare the women for this kind of a role. 

So women’s education was crucial since it would really help and build the future 

of the coming generation who in turn would be responsible for the building of the future 

of the country and therefore highlighting the importance and impact of women’s 

education Nehru said: 

 
“While it may be possible to neglect men’s education it is not possible or desirable to neglect 
women’s education. The reasons are obvious. If you educate the women, probably men will also 
be affected thereby, and in any event children will be affected. For every educationist knows 
that the formative years of a person’s life are the first seven or eight years. We talk about 
schools, and colleges which are no doubt important, but a person is more or less made in the 
first ten years of his or her life. Obviously, in that period, it is the mother who counts most of 
all. Therefore the mother who has been well trained in various ways becomes essential to 
education.” 51   

 
In 1928 Nehru came down heavily at the report of the Mahila Vidyapith, 

Allahabad on the special instruction given to women wherein: 

 
“it was laid down that while man was the bread winner, woman’s place was in the home and her 
ideal should be that of a devoted wife and nothing more. Her chief delight should be in skillfully 
rearing her children and serving her revered elders.”52 
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Nehru strongly disagreeing with this ideal of woman’s life or education, 

interpreted it to mean that 

 
“woman has one profession and one only, that is the profession of marriage and it is our chief 
business to train her for this profession. Even in this profession her lot is to be one of secondary 
importance. She is always to be the devoted help-mate, the follower and the obedient slave of 
her husband and others.” 53 

 

But Nehru’s views on women’s education was much wider. He believed “that 

women should be given the best of education in every department of human activity and 

be trained to play an effective part in all professions and spheres.”54 Explaining the 

nature of women’s education he said: 

 
“By education I mean education not merely learning to be ladylike. Learning to be lady like 
may be good in itself but it is not education as such. Education has mainly two aspects, the 
cultural aspect which makes a person grow, and the productive aspect which makes a person do 
things. Both are essential. Everybody should be a producer as well as a good as well as a good 
citizen and not a sponge on another person even though the other person may be one’s own 
husband or wife”55 

 

Apart from this he also held the view that women education is essential so they 

can participate in national tasks in whichever way they can and benefit themselves as 

well as the nation.56 

 
Economic freedom was another important condition for women emancipation. 

Women could be strong and would be able to move forward only if they were 

economically free and stable and Nehru was a great champion of the economic 

emancipation of women. Indian women had suffered because of economic bondage so 

Nehru wanted that all energies should be directed to the removal of this liability. Again 
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education was the only key to the path of economic independence. Nehru discarded the 

practice  

 
“of looking upon marriage as a profession almost and as the sole economic refuge for woman 
will have to go before woman can have any freedom. Freedom depends on economic conditions 
even more than political and if woman is not economically free and self-earning she will have to 
depend on her husband or someone else, and dependents are never free. The association of man 
and woman should be of perfect freedom and perfect comradeship with no dependence of one 
on the other.” 57   

 

Nehru was of the view that the children could not grow into self-reliant and 

efficient citizens unless the mothers themselves were self-reliant and efficient. Children, 

who are the citizens of tomorrow cannot develop into full citizens unless they have the 

guidance of able mothers.58 Therefore it was imperative that women had to be 

economically independent and self-sufficient so that they could also contribute to the 

building of the society and the nation. Therefore his speeches reiterated his faith that for 

women, without economic freedom and mental freedom through education, other 

aspects of gender equality would prove superficial.59 This perception of women by 

Nehru reflects the crucial importance he gave to the issue of women emancipation and 

his constant effort to make the women conscious and realize their worth and 

importance, thereby urging them to make themselves self-reliant for the progress and 

future of the family, society and nation. This clearly shows that Nehru greatly supported 

the equality of both man and woman and gave equal importance to their services. 

 

Nehru’s Views on Marriage, Divorce, Prostitution and Property Rights 

 

Nehru a great humanist and as well as a rationalist viewed the Indian society 

from a wider perspective and had a broad attitude towards every aspect of human life 
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and society. This can be seen in the light of his views he held on marriage, divorce, 

prostitution and women’s property rights. Based on the studies of the law, custom, 

history and cultural developments of the country, Nehru had build up his own 

conception of the Hindu society. He pictured the Hindu society to be essentially 

dynamic, not static and unchangeable.60  In order to get a better understanding of the 

Hindu society, Nehru asked the people to strike off some of the rigid enactments of the 

Law of Manu and look at the society from a wider perspective since better glimpses of 

the social life of India has been described in the Mrichchakatika. He was highly touched 

by the tender humanity and the highly cultured society found in the play. From it, he 

conceived of a society composing of individuals not having rigid puritanical attitudes, 

and a human approach to the difficult problems of life. Elaborating this point, he 

observed that  

 
“……. The test of an individual is how he treats his wife, his son or his neighbor. How he 
behaves towards another, how he functions in a social relationship- that is the test of the 
individual. If this test is applied, our people in those days appear to have been amazingly 
advanced and tolerant and generous in outlook.” 61   

 

This broader perspective of society given by Nehru wherein he talks about a 

cultured society can also be looked in the context of his radical and humanistic 

approach he had towards the issue of marriage and divorce. Nehru was of the firm belief 

that the Hindu law in India was never rigid. Infact the essential quality of Hindu law in 

the old times was the certain dynamic element in it which was its strength. The Hindu 

law “did not change by decree or statute, but by allowing changes to creep in.” 62 

Therefore his views on marriage, divorce, prostitution and women property rights were 

formulated in the light of the dynamic quality of Hindu law and also practicalities of life 
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and he wanted to bring about marked changes in the existing system for the welfare of 

the women of India. 

 
Nehru held reservations on certain traditional practices governing marriage. His 

outright criticism of child marriage can be seen when Nehru while studying in 

Cambridge, showed his reaction to his mother when she was trying to fix up a young 

girl for him. He wrote to his mother, “Why do you want me to get engaged to a small 

girl of ten? I do not want child to play with.” 63 Similarly when his father Motilal Nehru 

wrote to him about a twelve year old ‘Delhi girl’ for his marriage, Nehru commented by 

saying: 

 
 “As regards the Delhi girl surely she is too young for me. I am nearly ten years her senior and 
that is a rather big difference. I could not possibly marry her until she was eighteen or nineteen 
and that in six or seven years hence. I would not mind waiting as I am not in a matrimonial state 
of mind at present.” 64  

 

Nehru was also in favour of inter-caste and intra-community marriage as he 

himself believed that an idealized marriage should be based on a degree of mutual 

understanding, not caste or community. Though he did not show any direct resistance to 

his parent’s insistence on his marriage, but he expressed certain views on it since he did 

not want to just follow the society’s traditional norm for the sake of the society. His 

views on marriage can be seen in a letter he wrote to his mother where he said: 

 
 “Would you like me to marry a girl whom I may not like for the rest of my life and who may 
not like me? Rather than marry in that way, I would greatly prefer to remain unmarried. After 
all, I have to spend my whole life with my wife. Is it surprising, then, if I wish to marry a girl 
whom I like? I am not obliged to like a girl of a good family, nor is it to be taken for granted 
that every educated girl would come up to my expectations. I accept that any girl selected by 
you and father would be good in all respects, but still, I may not be able to get along well with 
her. In my opinion, unless there is a degree of mutual understanding, marriage should not take 
place. I think it is unjust and cruel that a life should be wasted merely in producing children.” 65   
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Therefore trying to convince his mother that a lasting marriage should be based 

on a degree of mutual understanding, he was also in a way showing his concern for the 

welfare of the women. By forcing himself into marriage he also did not want to spoil 

the life of a woman and treat her as a commodity to merely produce children. Since as 

discussed above, women had wider role to play in different spheres of life, marriage 

should not become a constraint to her progress and development. This clearly reflected 

his respectful and empathetic attitude towards the womenfolk. 

 
Nehru also did not show any kinds of resentment or unhappiness when his 

sisters Vijayalakshmi Pandit, Krishna Hutheesing and many of his cousins married 

outside their community. Even when his daughter Indira got married to a young Parsee 

man Feroz Gandhi in 1942 and there was a huge storm of controversy on the marriage, 

Nehru expressed his view point on the matter in a press statement stating: 

 
“A marriage is a personal and domestic matter, affecting chiefly the two parties concerned and 
their families……………. I have long held the view that though parents may and should advise 
in the matter, the choice and ultimate decision must lie with the two parties concerned.” 66 

 
 
Nehru was of the strong belief that the laws and customs of the society fell 

heavily on the womenfolk. Since he showed great concern for the women and was vocal 

and articulate about woman’s rights, Nehru while discussing the Divorce bill appealed 

the House to take a larger view on the issue. Rejecting the argument of the orthodox 

people who believed that divorce would make the custom of marriage fragile, Nehru 

argued saying that: 
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“If that is so, I say the marriage itself has become a cloak. It is not a real marriage of minds or 
bodies. If you compel and force people in this way, it will just be an enforced thing which has 
no value left in ethics and morality.” 67   

 
 
He argued that divorce could be granted to either of the parties if all attempts to 

bring about reconciliation had failed. Therefore by doing this Nehru did not want 

different standards of morality to be applied to men and women but wanted a certain 

measure of equality between them.68 Arguing further on the issue of divorce, Nehru was 

of the firm opinion that, women should not be denied the right to divorce on the basis of 

rigid application of religious sanctions and laws, laid down by Manu or Yajnavalkya, 

which were suitable in social conditions existing one or two thousand years ago.69 

Giving an ethical interpretation of samskara or sacrament, Nehru  argued: 

 
 I think all human relationships should have an element of the sacrament in them. More so the 
intimate relationships of husband and wife……. If people have no compatibility, if they are 
compelled to carry on together, they begin to hate each other and their life becomes bitter. The 
whole foundations of their existence becomes bitter. Surely that is not sacrament.” 70 

 

For Nehru, the right of both the parties to seek divorce by legal means to end an 

unhappy marriage also reflected the test of a civilized society. While speaking on the 

Divorce Clause Bill he argued saying: 

 
“In the national sphere, we try to settle problems peacefully. In the same way, in the domestic 
sphere, in the husband-and-wife sphere, cultured society avoids the rod of the policeman, that is, 
of the law coming down and punishing. It is a sign of the culture of a society or a nation to do 
away with the use of violence. If that is so in other spheres, much more so is it in this intimate, 
domestic sphere of the family.”71 

 

 
Since Nehru respected women he also developed his own personal judgement on 

the issue of prostitution. As he personally seemed to honour prostitution, he did not look 
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down upon women and he criticized men more than women on the practice of 

prostitution, which is clearly evident from the views he held about prostitution. Nehru 

was of the view that prostitution was largely due to two factors- “the economic and the 

human”72 Nehru said that instead of bye-laws prostitution could be lessened if the status 

of women was improved and honourable careers were afforded to them. The other way 

which would solve the problem was providing them with the opportunities which would 

lead to their social betterment and bring about equality between sexes. Holding the men 

responsible for the menace of prostitution Nehru said:  

 
“We are scandalized at the residence of prostitutes in our midst. But prostitutes do not carry on 
their ancient trade by themselves. They are only one party to the transaction. I seldom hear 
anything against the other party, the man who exploits the poor woman and casts all the blame 
on her. The proper way to deal with the question of prostitution is to make it as dishonourable 
for a man as for a woman to help in it.”73  

 

In 1925, when Nehru was the President of the Municipal Committee of 

Allahabad, on one occasion, he reacted sharply at the proposal of some members to 

prevent prostitutes from residing in most of the residential or business quarters of the 

city and his arguments was that: 

 
 “The segregation of prostitutes, even if possible, would be objectionable precisely as the 
segregation of criminals would be objectionable. I do not believe in issuing a fiat that prostitutes 
must not live in any part of the city of Allahabad except a remote corner. If this is done I would 
think it equally reasonable to reserve another part of Allahabad for the men who exploit women 
and because of whom prostitution flourishes.” 74 

 

 
 Nehru suggested socio-economic measures to deal with the social problem 

related to prostitution like encouraging homes for widows and other women and 

teaching them useful trade, by carrying educative propaganda about harmfulness of 
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veneral diseases and raising the age of consent and by imposing extreme penalties on 

person exploiting young girls and living on their earnings.75 This was a rational 

approach shown by Nehru in denouncing the evil act of man who was actually 

responsible for perpetuating the sexual exploitation of women in various phases of 

socio-economic development in India. In this way, the high regard Nehru showed for 

the people of India at large made him the true leader of the masses. 

 
Another area in which Nehru viewed that women should be at par with men was 

in the realm of property rights. Nehru was of the conviction that giving equal rights of 

property to women with men in the family would remove her economic disability and 

lead to the marked improvement in the social status of Indian women. It could also be 

seen that Nehru put into action what he had perceived for the property rights for women 

and firstly, this was reflected at his home front when after the death of his father, how 

he considered his youngest sister Krishna Nehru and his mother as inheritors of 

Motilal’s property. This can be made out from the letter he wrote to Krishna on 21 

February 1931 where he said: 

 
“Technically, in law, I suppose, I am the heir of his property. But my own inclination is against 
inheriting property or at any rate living on inherited property or unearthed increment………… 
However, I can only consider myself as a joint sharer in father’s property, the other sharers 
being mother and you. I am not including Nan as she stands in no need of money. I would like 
you, therefore, to consider yourself as an equal sharer with mother and me of father’s property. 
Indeed, mother and you are the real sharers. I am a trustee for the family property.”76 

 

Nehru had seen how his own sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit had suffered when 

her husband Ranjit Pandit died without leaving any will and the property passed on to 

his brother. Nehru had been highly perturbed to see the plight of his sister then. After 
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that, he became even more firm and convinced to secure the property rights for women 

and his prolonged efforts culminated in the enactment of the Hindu Succession Act of 

1956 which would be discussed in detail in the sixth chapter. Therefore sense of 

rationalism and humanism marked Nehru’s attitude towards women in all aspects. 

 
By and large, it can be seen that Nehru’s receptive open mind made him to 

understand the difficulties and aspirations of the Indian women at large. His  high 

regard and respect for the women of India, made him to view the women problem from 

a larger framework and wider perspective and also reinforced his belief that women 

should not “occupy a secondary place in the world in relation to men”77, but could take 

a place of human dignity as free and independent existents. With this deep conviction, 

he strongly attacked the various social evils prevalent in the society which had 

undermined their position and status and came up with his own perception of Indian 

women as strong, spirited dignified human beings equal to that of men, whose existence 

would lead to the overall progress of the society and the nation at large. Nehru, by 

giving due dignity and status to women also wanted to involve women in the nation 

building process. Such was the perception and attitude of Nehru towards women upon 

which the edifice of his Indian womanhood was to be built. 
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Chapter-II 

GUIDING SPIRIT OF WOMEN IN THE LIFE OF NEHRU- 

MOTIVATION AND EVOLUTION 

 

 “Women are the builder and moulder of nation’s Destiny Though delicate and soft as a lily, she 
has a heart, far stronger and bolder than of men…. She is the supreme inspiration for man’s 
onward march” 

           
         Rabindranath Tagore1 

 The aforesaid statement can be seen in the light of the study of life of any 

personality, but here since it is intended to focus on the study on Jawaharlal Nehru, it 

would delve into how far women played a significant role as the moulder of his destiny 

and life. It is a fact that Jawaharlal Nehru was a high-minded, strong-willed and 

impetuous person, a politician, a nation-builder par excellence, an advocate of women 

rights and an extraordinary scholar who represented modern scientific values and 

notions. The greatness of Nehru has been aptly described by his daughter Indira Gandhi 

who in a foreword to the The Selected Works of Nehru wrote “Jawaharlal Nehru is one 

of the key figures of the twentieth century. He symbolized some of the major forces 

which have transformed our age.”  In assessing and understanding the evolution of the 

multi- dimensional personality of Nehru, the nature of his leadership and his 

contribution to the making of modern India, one must delve into the ethos and 

environment that Nehru grew up during his early years and the various influences with 

special reference to women, which had shaped and moulded his thought and personality 

that contributed to the making of a great leader and a statesman.   
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 Since this chapter attempts to study the role of women in influencing the life of 

Nehru, it would look into the various ways, how various women including his women 

family members exercised a vital and positive influence on his entire mental and 

emotional make-up and shaped his attitudes and approaches to the manifold problems to 

life thereby, having a very important bearing on the shaping of his mind and personality 

that contributed to the making of Jawaharlal Nehru. They were the colossus who strode 

across and influenced the various aspects of life of Nehru.  

 It is well known fact that, in the upbringing of a child, the mother plays an 

important role. In this respect, a recent observation made by a scholar on Nehru writes: 

“The young Jawaharlal Nehru’s mind was shaped by two sets of parental influences that 

he never saw as contradictory- the traditional Hinduism of his mother and the other 

womenfolk of the Nehru household, and the modernist secular cosmopolitanism of his 

father.”2 Speaking on the same line, Aruna Asaf Ali, one of the woman freedom fighter 

and political comrade of Nehru also points out that as a young boy his mother Swarup 

Rani’s influence was paramount and he “grew up in the ambience of motherly 

indulgence.”3 The way how Nehru perceived his mother can be seen from his 

Autobiography wherein he writes: 

 “Though my admiration and affection for him (his father) remained as strong as ever, fear 
formed part of them. Not so with my mother. I had no fear of her, for I knew that she would 
condone everything I did, and because of her excessive and indiscriminating love for me, I tried 
to dominate over her a little. I saw much more of her than I did of father. She was petite and 
short of stature and soon I was almost as tall as she was and felt more of an equal with her. I 
admired her beauty and loved her amazingly small beautiful hands and feet.”4 
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  In this way it can be assumed that during his childhood Nehru looked upon his 

mother as a pillar of strength and confidence in whom he confided and felt secured, and 

in later phases of his life too, Nehru could be seen relying on women on many instances 

for their guidance and support. 

  Influence of Women Family Members  

The women members of Nehru’s family played a big role in the traditional 

upbringing and mental make-up of Nehru. The Indian and mostly Hindu influence of 

the womenfolk of his family also had a direct influence on him. While as a child Nehru 

often used to hear stories of Indian epics- Ramayana and Mahabharata from his mother 

and aunt. His aunt Nandrani, the widow of his uncle Pandit Nandlal Nehru was 

particularly adept at story-telling. She was well versed in the old scriptures and tale of 

mythology to which the young Nehru child listened with great wonder and imagination. 

They took him regularly to temples and for baths in the Ganga river. Seen in this light it 

is likely that Nehru had a deep regard for river Ganga and the Indian mythologies. 

These mythologies formed part of his earliest memories and reminiscing over it he 

writes,  

“There was for me both adventure and the fairy element in them. And then I used to be taken 
every year to the popular open-air performances where the Ramayana story was enacted and 
vast crowds came to see it and join in the processions…… In this way Indian mythology and 
old traditions crept into my mind and got mixed up with all manner of other creatures of the 
imagination.”5   

 

Describing the impact made by the mythologies on his mind he further wrote: 

“I do not think I ever attached very much importance to the stories as factually true, and I even 
criticized the magical and supernatural element in them. As I grew up other pictures crowded 
into my mind: fairy stories, both Indian and European….. These and many other filled my mind 
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in strange confusion, but always there was the background of Indian mythology which I had 
imbibed in my earliest days…… that influence is a good influence both culturally and ethically, 
and I would hate to destroy or throw away all the beauty and imaginative symbolism that these 
stories and allegories contain………… Most of these myths and stories are heroic in conception 
and teach adherence to truth and pledged word whatever the consequences, faithfulness unto 
death and even beyond, courage, good work and sacrifice for the common good.” 6   

 

Though Nehru did not believe in the factual content of these mythological 

stories, yet he was of the view that it was full of lessons. For him the Indian mythology 

was rich, vast, very beautiful and full of meaning. 7 According to Nehru, the Ramayana 

and Mahabharata had tried to build up a unity of outlook among the people, which 

survived and overshadowed all diversity and the influence which it had exercised was a 

good influence both culturally and ethically. He wrote: “I would hate to destroy or 

throw away all the beauty and imaginative symbolism that these stories and allegories 

contain.”8 For Nehru, the mythology whether fact or fiction, “had become living 

element in the lives of the people……ever pointing towards the path of endeavour and 

right living, even though the ideal might be far off and difficult to reach.” 9   

This clearly shows that through the stories of Mahabaharata and Ramayana his 

mother and aunt were able to instill and inculcate ethical, moral and cultural values in 

him, which moulded his character formation and development of his personality. 

Though Nehru never followed religion in a formal sense, yet his life was rooted in deep 

abiding, spiritual and cultural values. No doubt, the mythologies created in his mind a 

deep love and affection for the culture and tradition of his motherland which he valued 

throughout his life that lended value and flavour to the varied facets of his life, and this 

certainly was due to the traditional upbringing by his mother and aunt. Later on when he 

was to lead the nation’s freedom struggle, he emulated the similar role of Rama, Arjuna 
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who had been embodiments of righteousness who fought against evil, and Nehru 

fighting against the evil British rule for the freedom of his country. Therefore in his 

fight against the British rule, his mind was set with the traditional values of India as he 

donned the old traditional garb of ancient Indian heroism to fight against the evil.  

That Nehru was deeply influenced by the “fundamental unity of India” 

emphasized in the Mahabaharata was reflected later on when Nehru strongly 

condemned communal riots that occurred preceding and following partition of the 

country and expressed his strong desire to see the people of India united together. 

Addressing the students of Aligarh Muslim University in 1948, he said India would be 

moving towards “a national state which includes people of all religions and shades of 

opinion and is essentially secular as a state.”10 The unity of India was uppermost in his 

mind when the Constitution of India was framed which eventually led to the 

establishment of a Secular State by Nehru. Such was the deep imprint left by the 

Mahabharata in the mind of Nehru that he adopted the principle of “fundamental unity 

of India” when he framed the Constitution for this country. 

In 1905 Nehru was sent to England for studies. Being educated in England, 

Nehru developed a highly modern and rational outlook and developed a high admiration 

for the British culture and British way of way of life. His stay in England had made him 

more an Englishman than an Indian. But still his temperament was set and developed 

against the traditional values which had been instilled and inculcated in him by his 

mother and aunt which was greatly valued by him and his mind was set towards it and 
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these values were reflected in his outlook and his approach towards life, especially his 

approach towards women in all walks of life. 

When Nehru was in Harrow, though he was not constantly in touch with his 

mother, yet the few letters which he wrote to her showed his respect, love, care, concern 

and adoration for his mother. This in a way also reflects the respectful attitude of Nehru 

towards women, and this concern for women was reflected during the later years when 

he fought for the cause of women upliftment and emancipation. He assured his mother 

that “he would observe all the Hindu rituals on his birthday, including wearing the 

sacred thread (brahmanical cord) but excluding the distribution of alms among the poor, 

of whom there were few in the town.”11 Though his mother was traditional and 

conservative, Nehru had high respect for his mother and making her feel his everlasting 

respect assured her in a letter written from London on 24 June 1910 that  

 
“You asked me in your previous letter if I would treat you with respect after my return to India. 
I was really surprised to read that. What do you think of me that you ask me such a question? If 
an illiterate man does not respect his mother, people have a very low opinion of him. So if I, 
who have a little education, behave so badly, it would be still worse. What is the use of a man 
being educated if he does not know how to behave towards his parents?”12 

 

Nehru’s mother “constituted for him an unbreakable link with the Indian culture 

and tradition which he could never entirely abandon.”13 This deep regard and respect for 

his mother clearly shows that though Nehru studied in England, was more an 

Englishman than an Indian in his likes and dislikes picking up the British etiquettes, 

manners and ways of life, yet the Indian traditional values and customs of giving 
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respect to the parents and elders, women remained strong in him and he remained an 

ideal son to his mother.  

Western education had exposed him to the new horizons of sciences, which 

turned him into a rationalist. Yet the traditions remained strong within him as Krishna 

Huthseeingh, his sister mentions in her autobiography “We Nehrus” that though her 

brother was the epitome of modern man, yet during his marriage he observed all the 

ancient ritual proudly and happily. Narrating the event she writes: 

 
“Jawahar was capable of taking part in an ancient ritual which had been handed down from a 
world even further removed from present reality than that scientifically managed future on 
which he had set his sights. Not only did he take part in it, he did so with grace and aplomb and 
serious dignity, completely unself-conscious in his glittering clothes, under hundreds of 
watching eyes. It was not that he believed in the chanted prayers and the sacred fire and all the 
other mumbo-jumbo of the rite; but he did believe in the sanctity of marriage and of the family, 
and in the value of traditional Indian culture and customs.”14 

 

Nehru had two beautiful sisters Swarup Nehru (Vijayalakshmi Pandit) and 

Krishna Nehru, whom he greatly loved, adored and took care of. Though surrounded by 

women family members mostly, Nehru never looked down upon anyone of them, and 

the sense of respect, dignity and affection which he had for them  acted as a guiding 

spirit  also in his attitude to other women in general. The same type of mindset was also 

noticeable in his dealing with other women in his life. 

Rameshwari Nehru, wife of Jawaharlal Nehru’s cousin Brijlal Nehru is also 

likely to have played some role too in influencing the life of Nehru. Rameshwari Nehru 

came from a well to do family background and married at an early age to Brijlal Nehru, 

who was a senior civil servant. Her father Narendranath was a high ranking officer in 
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the British government and she was born on 10th December, 1886 “at the large Haveli of 

Lahore bestowed to her great grandfather Dewan Ajodhya Prasad, by Maharaja Ranjit 

Singh of Punjab appointing him as his Military Commander during the decade of 

1830s.” 15 Though she did not receive any formal school education, yet she got the 

opportunity for the best available education at home. “With all the privileges of a high 

social status, affection of her well-to-do parents, careful attention of domestic assistants, 

Rameshwari grew up with perceptive eyes and ears, sensitive to influences from the 

outside world far beyond the walls of the Haveli where she was born.”16  She grew up to 

be a courageous and determined lady and she played an important role in many 

important areas of social and political life of the country. Since her childhood she 

always dreamt of India’s independence and she actively participated in the freedom 

movement.  Her role as an ardent advocate and champion of women’s legitimate rights 

made her an embodiment of Indian womanhood.  With her mouthpiece, Stree Darpan, 

she made the women aware of their rights and voiced her protest against the social evils  

that affected   the position of women in the society. Not only this, she also criticized the 

British policies. Her feminist bent of mind and her relentless work for the cause of 

women and the freedom of the country could also have left some imprint in the mind of 

Nehru.  

There was an incident when Nehru was studying at Harrow, Rameshwari Nehru 

addressed a letter to Nehru as Joe where she advised him to “Return soon to India. Your 

motherland is waiting for you so that you liberate her and alleviate her suffering.”17 

This incident embarrassed Rameshwari since the letter reached the Headmaster of 

Harrow School, whose name incidentally was also Joe, and the Headmaster came to 
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know from Motilal that it was his daughter in law Rameshwari who had written the 

letter. He replied back to Motilal on May 19, 1906, “I am intensely amused to hear that 

it was charming young lady who defied the British Raj. Give her my regards.” 18 This 

heroic letter which she wrote to Jawaharlal, reflected Rameshwari’s revolutionary spirit 

to fight against the British rule and the part she played in instilling in the mind of Nehru 

the zeal to do something for his mother country. After his return from England, it could 

be seen that Nehru did give himself completely for the cause of his motherland 

When Nehru was still a student in London, his father Motilal Nehru had taken 

up the task of searching a suitable bride for him. Numerous letters had been exchanged 

between Nehru and his parents on the question of marriage. Nehru had even expressed 

his opinion of remaining unmarried rather than marry a girl whom he may not like for 

the rest of his life. He confided in his mother saying: “I accept that any girl selected by 

you and father would be good in many respects, but still, I may not be able to get along 

well with her.”19 Inspite of all long correspondence between the son and his parents, 

Nehru ultimately yielded to the choice of his parents. He was to marry Kamala Kaul 

during the Basant Panchavi day in February, 1916. It is said that the marriage was 

celebrated with great pomp and splendor and the celebrations went on for ten days.  

Kamala had been only seventeen years old when she married Nehru. She came 

from a traditional and orthodox family background and was not placed socially like the 

Nehrus. As Nehru himself writes about Kamala in the Discovery of India:  

 
“Except for a little schooling, she had no formal education. Her mind had not gone through the 
educational process. She came to us as an unsophisticated girl, apparently with hardly any of the 
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complexes as which are said to be so common now…. She was not the type of modern girl, with 
the modern girl’s habits and lack of poise”20 

 
Infact Motilal Nehru had undertaken the responsibility to train his future 

daughter-in-law before marriage with his son. She was brought to Allahabad from Delhi 

and placed under the European governesses of Jawaharlal’s sisters, to groom her to pick 

up the graces and accomplishments required for adjusting to live in a  westernized home 

of  Nehru family. After marriage she had to face problems of adjustment especially with 

her sister-in law Vijayalakshmi Pandit who often dominated over her. Motilal Nehru 

had also taken up the task of educating of Kamala soon after her marriage, but she often 

complained of headache, when she was made to write, which Motilal took this to be 

utter sign of nervousness. Worrying about Kamala, Motilal wrote to son saying: “The 

first thing is to strengthen her and make her feel so entirely at home with us so as to get 

rid of all nervousness. That is what I am doing now.”21 Though it is opined that Kamala 

languished in the ‘aura of helplessness and jealousy’, it could be seen that, with the 

passage of time a shy and undistinguished Kamala turned out to be an outgoing, spirited  

and courageous lady and proved to be a great pillar of strength and support to Nehru. 

She was not only an ideal housewife of Nehru but also a strong companion of Nehru. 

Like the Rajput ladies who were known for the brave role they played along with their 

husband Kamala too stood by her husband and faced every situation bravely and 

courageously till her end. According to one historian Kamala “became a brave, spirited 

and politically active woman. Visits to Europe with her husband strengthened both her 

notions of racial identity and her eminenist tendencies.”22 
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Behind every successful man, there is a woman and Kamala Nehru, no doubt 

played a dominant role in making Nehru successful in his endeavours as long as she 

remained alive. Kamala Nehru though unsophisticated, in nature had a great hand in 

influencing Nehru’s temperament and personality. By and large, it was after marriage 

that the political activities of Jawaharlal Nehru began earnestly. He started developing 

interest in the nationalist activities and began to engage himself for the cause. His entry 

into politics synchronized with the emergence of Mahatma Gandhi as a national leader 

of India. However his father Motilal Nehru did not want his son to follow the footsteps 

of Gandhi and did not want him to join the political struggle. But Nehru earnestly 

wanted to participate in the national freedom struggle. This differences of opinion led to 

friction and conflict between father and son. Writing about the mental conflict that arose 

in Nehru’s mind on account of his father’s reluctance to let him join the Satyagraha 

movement he wrote: “Both of us had a distressing time, and night after night I wandered 

about alone, tortured in mind and trying to grope my way out. Father- I discovered 

later- actually tried sleeping on the floor to find out what it was like, as he thought that 

this would be my lot in prison.”23 Under such difficult situation, his wife Kamala Nehru 

stood by his side and wholly influenced him to join the freedom struggle. She remained 

an unobtrusive but potent influence throughout Nehru’s life. Writing on the impact 

Gandhi made on Kamala’s mind and her role in influencing Nehru to follow the 

footsteps of Gandhi and join the freedom struggle and in this respect we may recall the 

statement of Aruna Asaf Ali who wrote:  

 
“Kamala was strongly attracted by the Mahatma’s precept and personal example of simple 
living and dedicated public work. She was a source of encouragement to Jawaharlal in 
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abandoning the affluent life-style to which he had been accustomed, and taking to the hard path 
of Gandhian satyagraha.”24 

 

Promila Kalhan one of the biographers of Kamala Nehru also echoing on the 

same line wrote about Kamala: “She herself had come under the powerful influence of 

Gandhiji even more, perhaps, than Jawahar. She took Gandhi’s call for self-sacrifice 

seriously, encouraged Jawahar in his radicalism and urged him to change his way of 

life.” 25 Therefore it could be seen that since Kamala herself had come under the strong 

influence of Gandhi’s principles and philosophy, she strongly supported Nehru to be 

actively involved in the freedom movement. With the strong moral support of Kamala, 

Nehru started to participate actively in the Gandhian movements, and became actively 

involved in the cause of the peasants after he had met the farmers from Pratapgarh, 

which made him realize the ground-reality of the rural problems. Had Nehru not 

received the strong support of his wife, perhaps he would have had to yield to his 

father’s command and would have missed the golden opportunity to be a part of the 

national struggle and a leader of the great struggle. One may not know what would have 

happened in the life of Nehru in terms of his involvement in political struggle had 

Kamala not been by his side. 

Indira Gandhi his daughter has also stated several times that her mother Kamala 

Nehru had influenced her father in many ways and approved whole-heartedly of her 

father’s activities and always gave him support. In this light, Indira Gandhi, writing 

about her mother in her book My Truth says,  

 
“Many people know the part played by my grandfather and my father. But in my opinion a more 
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important part was played by my mother. When my father wanted to join Gandhiji and to 
change the whole way of life, to change our luxurious living, to give up his practice, the whole 
family was against it. It was only my mother’s courageous and persistent support and 
encouragement which enabled him to take this big step which made such a difference not only 
to our family but to the history of modern India.” 

 

Indira reiterated the same point in an interview when she said: 

“She (Kamala) was a very intense person, and whenever she took up anything, she felt very 
strongly about it. Firstly, when my father came into the political scene, there was a certain 
amount of opposition from the family. They did not want him to go to that extent, to submerge 
himself, and I think that was the time when my mother’s influence counted and she supported 
him fully.”26 

 
Though Jawaharlal remained preoccupied with his activities in the national 

freedom movement and Kamala did not get sufficient attention and care from her 

husband, yet it can be said that it was the national movement, which brought Nehru and 

Kamala closer to each other and Nehru started appreciating his wife more. She gave a 

strong support to him in all his political endeavours and activities. Not only this, 

Kamala, inspite of her ill-heatlth also worked vigorously for the women’s cause and 

also participated in the national movement, which made Nehru proud of her. Nehru 

himself acknowledging how he had earlier neglected his wife and failed to give her 

“that comradeship which was due” 27 and confessing about his negligence of Kamala in 

the early years of their marriage wrote that:  

 
“For I was then like a person possessed, giving myself utterly to the cause I had espoused, 
living in a dream-world of my own, and looking at the real people who surrounded me as 
unsubstantial shadows. I worked to the utmost of my capacity and my mind was filled to the 
brim with the subject that engrossed me. I gave all my energy to that cause and had little left to 
spare.”28  

 



54	
	

Now this new change in their ways of life gave opportunity to Nehru to 

understand and know his wife more and more. He valued the presence and importance 

of his wife in his life. He admired her qualities and he also wanted his daughter to 

emulate the virtues of her mother. He also came to realize that Kamala wanted to be his 

political comrade and also “she wanted to play her own part in the national struggle and 

not be merely a hanger-on and a shadow of her husband.” 29 In this way, the national 

movement marked changes in Nehru’s approach to his wife, and he looked upon his 

wife more and more as his confidante and greatest support. Not only that, both of them 

inspite of their differences and difficulties, had been able to keep that spark alight in 

their relationship since “life was always unfolding new adventure and giving fresh 

insight into each other.” 30 

But unfortunately, on the other side, it also brought with it long spells of 

separation which kept them away because of Nehru’s frequent terms of imprisonment. 

Though she may have stoically accepted this situation yet, this did not weaken the spirit 

of Kamala. She greatly valued the wonderful mission of her husband more than her 

personal happiness. She never grieved nor grumbled at her difficulties. 31 This is evident 

from an occasion in September 1934, when Kamala’s health was deteriorating, the 

government offered to release Nehru who was then lodged in Naini prison, if he gave 

assurance to refrain from political activity for the rest of his term. Though he had the 

strong desire to be by Kamala’s side when her condition was becoming worse, but he 

refused the government’s suggestion.  Later when he was released again for a brief visit 

of his wife, Kamala in a very weak condition then managed to whisper with much 

required strength to her husband, “What is this about your giving assurance to 
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Government? Do not give it.”32 This reflected how Kamala inspite of her critical health 

condition, always stood like a pillar of courage, strength, support to her husband and 

made him realize that he was a nationalist and motivated him to continue to fight for the 

country’s cause and not come out of jail and never to bow down for her sake. She made 

him realize that the country’s cause should be his first priority than her and never 

wanted her ill health to become a barrier or hindrance for her husband’s political 

activities. Rabindranath Tagore also while commenting upon the relationship between 

Kamala and Jawaharlal Nehru wrote the constant long separation of her husband was 

always borne by Kamala with a smiling face and during the troubled and crisis days, she 

never insisted her husband to come back.33 This strength, firmness of spirit and 

determination and constant support of Kamala did have a positive impact in the life of 

Nehru. Krishna Hutheesing also pointed out that Kamala was a great source of comfort 

to her husband. Inspite of her illness, she never made Nehru feel how much she needed 

him and infact she always infused positive courage into him whenever he was in anxiety 

and disillusionment.  

Kamala wanted to see her husband fight against the British till the goal was 

reached. She reminded him of his role, duty as a national leader who should fight till the 

end and never to yield no matter what the situation and circumstances be. Perhaps, it 

would have been difficult for Nehru also to undertake such hardships of leading the 

country’s freedom, spending long years in jail, had Kamala not been his constant 

strength and support. Nehru also confesses that  

“If I was away for a number of days the thought of her cooled my mind and I looked forward 
eagerly to my return home. What indeed could I have done if she had not been there to comfort 
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me and give me strength, and thus enable me to recharge the exhausted battery of my mind and 
body?”34 

 

This frequent incarceration of Nehru had also made Kamala strong and 

courageous to face any eventualities. This can be made out from one of the letters she 

wrote to Nehru when he was in jail where she wrote:  

 
“Jawahar! I have your letter. I was waiting for it. The days of your release are nearing. But I 
have little hope of your remaining free. If perchance you are set free you will be re-arrested. I 
do not worry about this because I am prepared for all eventualities.” 35 

 

Nehru’s love and concern for his wife grew more when he was in prison as 

Kamala was suffering from serious illness. Kamala’s ill-health pre-occupied Nehru’s 

mind most of his time when he was in prison. Kamala appears in his jail diaries of the 

1930s frequently which shows that his love and concern for his wife grew more and 

more. In August 1934, when Kamala’s health deteriorated, Nehru was let out of prison 

on parole and sent back to prison after every two or three weeks when her health 

showed signs of improvement. This strengthened their bond more and more and both of 

them came to value each other immensely. This can be made out from Nehru’s prison 

diary where he records:  

“The New Year has begun well for me-yesterday I went to Bhowali and saw the New Year in 
with Kamala. Hardly ever before have I had such a long and comforting time with her. We 
talked and talked about the past, present and future and I think we succeeded in unravelling 
many a knot. I have left her today full of peace and goodwill for the future. And it really 
surprises me how attached we are to each other. How much she means to me and I to her.”36  

 



57	
	

Kamala faced the pangs of loneliness, sufferings and hardships silently, but she 

did not let this reflect on her face, nor did she complain about her life with her husband 

nor with anyone. Instead she kept herself busy by involving herself for the cause of the 

women and the country. Dr B.C. Roy while talking about Kamala’s active participation 

in the Civil Disobedience Movement in 1930 in an interview to Forward, a weekly 

published from Calcutta some years later said:  

 
“During her brief but eventful political life, on the occasion of the enforced absence of her 
husband and father-in law, she took up the leadership of the Congress in her province and with a 
grim determination took upon herself the duties which a person with lesser courage and will 
would have found difficult. She never considered herself, her health, her comforts, even the 
happiness of a home life when she was called upon to do her duties by her toiling, suffering 
countrymen.” 37 

 
Appreciating Kamala’s spirit and support to him and proud of her 

companionship Nehru remarked: “How much she could do for the larger cause, how 

much for me! Is that not to be? I could have her as a companion even if she remained an 

invalid if that were possible.”38  

In 1935, Kamala suffered her last illness from which she could never recover. In 

May 1935, along with Indira and her cousin Madan Atal she sailed for the Badenweiler 

sanatorium in the Black Forest of Germany for her treatment. On September 4, 1935 

Nehru was released from Almora jail as news reached that Kamala’s condition was 

critical. He flew immediately to Germany to be by the side of Kamala. At the end of 

January 1936, Kamala was shifted to a sanatorium near Lausanne in Switzerland. It was 

here that Nehru came to learn that he had been made President of the Congress for the 

second time for the next session at Lucknow in April. Kamala also came to know about 
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it. Since nationalist feelings were still alive in Kamala’s heart, without bothering about 

her ill-health, she told Nehru not to worry for her and encouraged him to go back to 

India and serve the nation.39 Such was the guiding spirit of Kamala in the life of Nehru. 

However early on the morning of February 28th Kamala breathed her last. Expressing 

his innermost feelings at the loss of Kamala, Nehru wrote: “All our bright dreams were 

also dead and turned to ashes. She is no more, Kamala is no more, my mind kept on 

repeating.”40 He cremated Kamala in Switzerland and brought back her ashes with him 

to India. For the rest of his life he kept a part of her ashes always with him in his 

bedroom or gaol cell which was to be mingled with his own after his death. Such was 

the love and affection of Nehru for his high spirited and strong willed wife who had 

stood by his side like a pillar of strength throughout the ups and downs of his life. In 

this connection it may be pertinent to refer to the observations made by Nehru’s 

biographer: “It was after Kamala’s death that he fully realized the debt he owed this girl 

who came into his life when she was seventeen and saw him, in twenty years, evolve 

from a bored lawyer to one of the great men of the twentienth century.”41 In a statement 

to the press in Allahabad on 17th March, 1936, on Kamala’s death, Nehru remarked: “A 

brave and a true comrade of ours has left us and I feel lonely and desolate.”42 

By and large it can thus be seen that this positive support of Kamala motivated 

and guided Nehru in his eventful career as a leader and a great statesman. She always 

showed her strong support and encouragement especially at the hard time when he was 

in prison and encouraged him not to lose hope and remain confident about the country’s 

future and to carry on with his leadership with full vigour and enthusiasm. Kamala’s 

influence was thus paramount in the life of Nehru and indeed, she laid the foundation 
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for the greatness and the heights of success of Nehru .The nationalist orientation and the 

leadership temperament in Nehru was indeed moulded and nurtured by his wife 

Kamala. Perhaps Nehru’s rise to great heights of power would not have reached the 

mark, had Kamala not been with him in the initial phase of his leadership and political 

activities. In this regard Indira’s assessment of Kamala may be relevant here when 

Indira Gandhi said that, had her mother not stood out with her father, perhaps he would 

have hesitated to join the political struggle.43   

At the death of Kamala many tributes were paid to Kamala Nehru in glowing 

terms by highlighting the role she had played in her husband’s life. Mrs Ramaroa told 

Reuter in London on 28 February that “……. She had a great regard for Mrs. Nehru. 

Although quiet and reserved, she was a great inspiration to her husband.” 44 Mr. David 

Erulkar, President of the Indian Chamber of Commerce while expressing his heartfelt 

condolences to Nehru said that “Pandit Jawaharlal had lost his wife, who was a great 

inspiration to him, at a time when he required all her support in the critical work ahead. 

Mrs. Nehru was a fine example of India womanhood and contributed to the cause of her 

motherland.” 45 Rajendra Prasad the then Congress President also said that “in Mrs. 

Nehru the country loses a brave fighter and her husband a devoted help-mate.”46One of 

the leading political personalities of the time Sarat Chandra Bose echoed that “she was a 

splendid partner of Nehru. Nehru himself said in one of speeches he delivered in Delhi 

that with Kamala’s death he had lost a strong and powerful companion.47 

 Indira Gandhi, or Indu as she was so called was Nehru’ only daughter and she 

also played an important role in Nehru’s life. Indira was born to her parents on 19 
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November, 1917. She was indeed a child who was born in the midst of revolution that 

had engulfed the country against the British rule, and as she grew up, she also gradually 

took an active part in it and later on destined to become the First Lady Prime Minister 

of the country. Nehru had also been proud to associate his daughter’s birth with the 

great events that occurred in India and the world which can be revealed from the letter 

which he wrote to Indira on her thirteenth birthday from Naini Prison in 1930. He 

wrote: 

“The year you were born in – 1917- was one of the memorable years of history In the very 
month in which you were born, Lenin started the great Revolution which has changed the face 
of Russia and Siberia. And today in India another great leader, full of love for all who suffer and 
passionately eager to help them, has inspired our people to great endeavour and noble sacrifice, 
so that they may again be free and the starving and the poor and the oppressed may have their 
burdens removed from them…..In India today we are making history, and you and I are 
fortunate to see this happening before our eyes and to take some part ourselves in this great 
drama.” 48  

 
 This showed that Nehru looked upon the birth of his daughter as symbolizing 

the forces of great events that was to have an immense impact on her growing and 

upbringing. It is a well known fact that Nehru played a notable role in guiding the 

growth of his daughter to glorious womanhood and Indira also, proved to be a worthy 

daughter of a worthy father. However here, another aspect of father daughter 

relationship can be studied i.e. the role played by Indira in influencing the life of her 

father Jawaharlal Nehru. Children too, to some extent also play some role in their 

parents life. Indira though grew up as a lonely child, with her family members 

preoccupied in the national movement and the frequent imprisonment of her father, and 

constant illness of her mother , yet Indira grew up to be a strong willed and distinctive 

woman.  She also played a crucial role in the later phases of Nehru’s life especially after 
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he became the First Prime Minister of India. Inspite of his long years in jail, Nehru 

never failed to communicate with his daughters with his inspiring letters.  

As a father Nehru had great faith and expectations from his daughter. When he 

was in Dehra Dun  jail in 1941, Indira’s decision to get married with Feroze Gandhi , 

have children and lead a life of her own had greatly disturbed him. At that point, not 

only was he concerned about her ill –health, but also he had also wanted to train her and 

make her a person who would be able “to face life and its problems serenely and with 

confidence 49 and do well in any activity or work she took up in life. To make Indira 

realize how important she was in his life, he wrote,  

“There are very few persons in India, I think, who could give effective help not only in public 
life but almost for any activity, other than technical, better than I could. Hundreds and 
thousands of young men and girls have wanted to serve with me as secretaries or in some way 
to get this training. I have never encouraged anyone and have shouldered my burdens alone, for 
I had always imagined you to occupy that niche. Till you come, that niche had better be left 
empty. No one else could take your place.50  

 

This clearly reflects the sense of confidence and faith Nehru had in his daughter. 

He was of the firm belief that his daughter would be his greatest confidante who would 

be able to guide and help him in his great tasks that he  would have to face. Indira did 

fulfill the dream of her father of discharging her duties as his Secretary in the later years 

when Nehru became the Prime Minister of India. She proved to be a very efficient 

hostess and an assistant to her father and this also gave opportunity to both to learn from 

each other through each other’s experiences.  

By and large, it could be seen that Nehru’s relation with his daughter Indira 

became more close after independence when he became Prime Minister of the country. 
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In fact independence, saw great changes taking place in Nehru’ life and also of his 

daughter Indira. At the time when Jawaharlal was the Prime minister of India, his 

daughter Indira was always by his side. Indira stayed with her father and became his 

hostess till his end. After independence, on the suggestion of Lord Mountbatten, Nehru, 

who was reluctant at first, moved into palatial house in New Delhi which had once 

served as residence of the British Commander-in Chief. The place came to be known as 

Prime Minister’s House (presently Teen Murti Bhawan). Indira had helped her father to 

set up the house which later on became her permanent house. At first Indira with her 

children spent half of the time looking after her father’s house and the other half in 

Lucknow with her husband Feroz. But as Nehru’s responsibilities increased manifold he 

required Indira more to be by his side. As Krishna Huthseeing wrote: 

 
 “But as Jawahar’s burden of office increased and the tension in the country continued, it 
seemed essential for her to remain in New Delhi, not only to act as hostess when important 
visitors came from abroad but also to manage the household and see her father’s comforts. As 
his daughter, this was her rightful place……. Feroz realizing that Indira should be with her 
father during these crucial days, suggested that instead of her travelling the 270 miles to 
Lucknow with the children from time to time, he would make frequent visits to Delhi.”51 

 

Nehru during his Premiership made many official visits abroad, and in most of 

the visit, Indira accompanied him. This way both father and daughter had contact with 

all the important political leaders of the world. Incidentally in 1948, Indira Gandhi went 

with her father to Paris where he addressed the General Assembly of the United Nations 

held there. She also accompanied her father on his first and third trip to United States in 

1949 and 1959 respectively. Apart from this they visited around several countries 

between 1949 and 1956. Although Indira said little, she was almost always present 
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while her father negotiated or discussed world problems with the head of nation they 

were visiting. But Indira also acted as an advisor to Nehru when circumstances or 

situations demanded. In April 1955, they attended the Afro- Asian Conference held in 

Bandung, Indonesia. During that conference, when Nehru in a temper, threatened to 

walk out in protest against an anti-Communist resolution moved by the Ceylonese 

Premier, Indira was heard admonishing her father sharply and telling him to control 

himself.52 This clearly showed that apart from being a housekeeper and hostess for her 

father, Indira acted as his most valuable friend, adviser, and confidante. 

Another incident which shows that Indira, also played important part along with 

her father in negotiations was at the time when she had accompanied her father to 

Soviet Russia in 1955. In an interview with Pupul Jayakar, Indira’s biographer, Indira 

said, how her father was shy to ask for aid and she had the feelings that the talk between 

the Russian Prime Minister Nikita Khrushchev and her father was not going on well and 

this made her worried while she was waiting for her father in the waiting room.53 Pupul 

Jayakar while recording about his incident writes in her book titled Indira : 

 
“Suddenly Khrushchev came into the room and seeing her came up to her to tell her that the 
dialogue was blocked and there was little progress. Her response was instinctive. Knowing her 
father so intimately she could sense his difficulties. She knew that the Communist Party of India 
(CPI) had briefed the Soviet Government before her father’s visit. She said to Prime Minister 
Khrushchev that the Soviet Government should remember that her father’s voice was the voice 
of the people of India and that the CPI did not represent the Indian people. Khrushchev was 
taken aback, but responded warmly, went back to the meeting and solutions emerge.” 54 

 

By and large, Indira assisted and guided Nehru in many of the important 

political tasks of the country on various occasions. On 14th May, 1948, she wrote a letter 
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to her father from Kashmir apprising him of the economic hardships the people of 

Kashmir were going through due to lack of visitors and transport difficulties in the 

country. Since Indira herself personally felt that instead of political talks, solving the 

economic problem would bear positive results, she suggested Nehru to take necessary 

steps to help people of Kashmir overcome her economic crisis and in this connection 

she wrote: 

 
“The only thing that can save Kashmir for India and the Kashmiris will be an influx of visitors 
this summer, preferably from Bombay and Ahmedabad, since those are ones who buy most. I 
am sure if there had been enough publicity, people would have flocked to Srinagar. Both the 
Kashmir and Indian Govts should go all out to assure people that Srinagar is SAFE. Just now it 
is cheaper, cleaner, healthier and more beautiful than any other hill station. But whatever is 
done must be done NOW to have any effect. Even if Govt could ask Govt Servants to send their 
families up, it would make a difference. Papu, please do consider these things seriously. I am 
sure if you appealed to people to spend the summer here, they would come in thousands.”55  

 
Nehru in reply acknowledged the useful information given by Indira. He assured 

her and wrote back saying “The points you have mentioned had been vaguely before us, 

but they have now been emphasized by you. We should do what we can in this 

matter.”56 

Indira’s sharp presence of mind, her canny attitude and nevertheless the great 

concern for her father also prompted Nehru to look upon his daughter for advice and 

help. In one case, Nehru completely depended on Indira for taking decision. This related 

to Dwarka Prasad Mishra, “a strong and assertive politician from Central India who had 

been driven into the political wilderness shortly before independence by his rashness in 

aligning himself with Nehru’s opponents and coming into direct conflict with him.”57 

He was now eager to seek Nehru’s forgiveness after nearly a decade of realizing his 
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folly and wanted to join him. Through Madan Mohan Malaviya, Mishra sent Nehru his 

regrets for the past and his desire to join his camp. But Nehru was not willing to forget 

the past and assign Mishra any responsible position in Madhya Pradesh. But Nehru still 

advised Malaviya to seek Indira’s advice on this matter. Indira was quick enough to 

realize the importance of Mishra in the party. She reminded her father that the death in 

1956 of Ravi Shankar Shukla, Madhya Pradesh’s powerful Chief Minister, had created 

a void in party leadership in the state that might be well be filled with Mishra’s return.58 

Nehru yielding to his daughter’s farsighted advice readmitted Mishra into the party 

again and in due course of time became the state’s Chief Minister. This clearly showed 

how Nehru was becoming so dependent on Indira and was being guided by her advice 

in taking decisions in almost every important political matters.  

At times when Nehru tended to act unreasonable, Indira would intervene 

unobtrusively to check his activities. Forewarning Nehru of the negative consequences, 

that might follow following his docile attitude on the territorial redefinition of the States 

of the Indian Union on the basis of language, Indira wrote a stern letter on 23rd April, 

1956 saying: 

 
“There is a growing feeling in Congress circles-this extends to many members of the Working 
Committee also-that you are tending more and more to accept almost without question, the 
opinions of certain people with regard to certain parts of the country. Morarjibjai for Bomaby, 
Gujarat, Maharashtra, etc, Bidhan Babu for Bengal, Bihar, Kamraj for Tamilnad. These are very 
fine men and our top leaders, but no one is big enough or detached enough to be the only word 
on matters of their area. This complete trust in very few creates dissatisfaction in many and cuts 
at your contacts with all those who hold different views.”59 

 



66	
	

By and large it could be said that since Indira was able to sway Nehru in various 

spheres of political activities. Congress partymen also knew that “increasingly Nehru 

was turning to her to help him solve his problems.”60 In February 1959 the Congress 

members insisted her to accept the post of President of the Congress Party which she 

took up. Under her dynamic leadership, Indira was able to give renewed vigour and 

strength to the Congress Party, which had so far lost its former authority and prestige. 

Though there were rumours that Nehru had a hand in getting  this important position for 

his daughter, yet from the other side it can seen that he was putting his full confidence 

and faith in Indira’s ability to lead him and also the country. At a party meeting which 

was presided by his daughter as President, Nehru proudly remarked, “At first Indira 

Gandhi had been my friend and adviser, then she became my companion and now she is 

my leader.” 61 

In the capacity of Congress President, in many works she even inflicted her 

views on her father to take strong decisions for the welfare of the country. There were 

various instances where Indira’s views prevailed upon her father and Nehru acted under 

her influence. One such issue related to the problem in Kerala where the Communist 

government had been democratically elected. Subsequently, however, differences 

cropped up between the central and state government on such issues as the Agrarian 

Relations Bill and the Education Bill.62 The Communist Government introduced 

measures designed to wrest control of the schools from the hands of the Catholics and 

Nayyars, thus diminishing the patronage enjoyed by the leaders of the two 

communities.63 This was stoutly opposed by the Nayyar Hindus and the Catholics. 

Indira was greatly agitated when she came to know that the Communists included the 
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speeches of Stalin and Mao Tse-Tung in the school text books. She considered this to be 

an ‘anti-national bias in education’. Therefore she resented strongly against the 

dictatorial rule of the Communists and the Congress joined hands with the Nayyars and 

Catholics in denouncing the Communist administration. But Nehru who was true 

democrat did not want to disturb the duly elected government in Kerala. However, 

Indira forced Nehru to use the central government’s special powers to dismiss the 

Communist government on grounds of its alleged failure to preserve law and order. 

Finally Nehru yielding to the pressure exerted by Indira, he dismissed the Communist 

government in Kerala and the state was brought temporarily under President rule. 

Another occasion where she exercised her influence over her father to was in the 

case of Tibet. In 1959, a serious international problem arose when the Dalai Lama fled 

Tibet with many of his people and sought asylum in India. In this respect again: “Indira 

played a major role in persuading her father to agree to provide refuge for the fleeing 

monk-king and the vast number of monks who accompanied him from Tibet.” 64   

The other area where Indira displayed her high-mindedness and sagacity was the 

role she played in influencing Nehru to create a separate state of Gujarat and 

Maharashtra. In the then Bombay Presidency decision was taken to bifurcate Gujarat 

from Maharashtra on linguistic basis. However the problem was with Bombay city as it 

consisted of majority Marathi speaking people and on the other hand, it had emerged as 

the country’s commercial capital because of massive investment by the Gujaratis and 

Parsees. Widespread riots occurred in Marathi-areas when an attempt was made to 

make Bombay as a separate city state . So in November 1956, Nehru had made the 
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decision to leave Bombay as a bilingual state. But the sentiments in favour of linguistic 

states were too strong on both sides. Now Indira visited Maharashtra and returned to 

Delhi to advise her father that Bombay should be partitioned and thus the new States of 

Gujarat and Maharashtra were formed and ultimately Bombay was merged with the 

state of Maharashtra. 

In 1963, the Kamraj Plan was devised by K. Kamaraj and Nehru in 1963, to oust 

all the senior leaders from Chief Ministerships and Central Ministerships and make 

them work at the grassroot levels to revitalize the party. Among these were Morarji 

Desai, Jagjivan Ram, Lal Bahadur Shastri and S.K. Patil, including Kamaraj. It has been 

suggested that the plan was aimed at clearing the way for Mrs Gandhi by depriving all 

her rivals of their ministerial patronage and power, and Morarji Desai, in particular, of 

his advantage as the top-ranking Cabinet Minsiter after Nehru.65 Nijali ngappa, who had 

been superseded by her for Congress President in 1959, noted later in his diary that 

Nehru was always grooming her for the Prime Ministership, obviously and patently. 

Pupul Jayakar pointed out that the in the enactment of the Kamaraj Plan the voice was 

the father’s but the strategy was the daughter.  According to her Indira was, at the time, 

acting as her father, conscience, a guardian of his doorways.66 Indira felt that attempts 

were being made to undermine her father’s position and displace him. Since she was 

suspicious and unable to trust her father’s colleagues, she had once again influenced her 

father to act with strength and at one stroke all the leaders detrimental to his position 

were deprived of their power base and removed from positions from where they could 

step into the prime ministership.67 
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With the death of many of Nehru’s colleagues in the Congress like Govind 

Vallabh Pant, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel and Rafi Ahmad Kidwai- who had always been 

of great help and support in solving many of the problems of India- he had to now fight 

battles alone. Moreover some of his colleagues in the Congress he felt, lacked a vision 

of a better future. So therefore Nehru often took the advice of his daughter Indira. As 

Krishna writes, “Having been an observer at diplomatic conversations concerned with 

negotiations, both at home and abroad, she had a clear understanding of historical 

developments, and Jawahar trusted her judgement.”68 Moreover Nehru needed her as 

hostess and as consultant when perplexing problems came up.69 Indira herself stated 

that in the later phases Nehru depended a great deal on her and valued her judgement on 

people and affairs. 

Indira had a great taste and like for the wide variety of India’s cultural tradition. 

She liked the folk music of the different regions of the country that it was she who 

suggested Nehru that the Republic Day Parade on January 26 each year be enlivened by 

a pageant of India’s colorful folk dances.70 Involving herself with the women’s 

department of the Congress, Indira did strenuous work for the improvement of the status 

of women. She travelled widely to almost every remote village mobilizing and 

stimulating women into a force for constructive work, and made her own discovery of 

India. She addressed the women workers in district, villages and in this way they got to 

know the average mind. She showed her great concern for women, and in this way for 

India. The women’s department under Indira’s leadership took upon the work of 

screening all the women candidates and on many occasions she played an instrumental 

role in getting women adequately represented by putting pressure on the Central 
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Election Committee to include more women. Apart from this she encouraged women to 

take to kitchen gardening as not only a worthwhile element of home economy but in the 

context of India’s situation as a matter of national urgency in the Grow More Food 

Campaign.71 She thought the women had a key role to play in the National Savings 

Campaign.72  Indira herself said that her influence over Nehru was predominant on the 

status of women. 

 

Influence of other Women  

During his young days, Nehru had come under the strong influence of Mrs. 

Annie Beasant and her theosophy. It was his tutor F.T. Brooks who had generated 

interest in him on the ideas of theosophy and he used to attend with great enthusiasm 

the weekly meetings of theosophists in his rooms. Annie Beasant, who visited 

Allahabad in those days delivered several addresses on Theosophical subjects and 

Nehru wrote in his Autobiography how he “was deeply moved by her oratory and 

returned from his speeches dazed and as in a dream.”73 Irresistibly fascinated by Annie 

Beasant and her Theosophy, Nehru decided to join Theosophical Society at the age of 

thirteen. He writes that “Annie Beasant herself performed the ceremony of initiation, 

which consisted of good advice and instruction in some mysterious signs, probably a 

relic of freemasonry. I was thrilled”74. However the long term impact of his association 

with Theosophy was his exposure to the Hindu and Buddhist scriptures, and the 

knowledge he acquired about the Upanishads, the Gita and the Dharmapada, which 

made him to appreciate and value the religious and cultural heritage of his country. 

“This served as the initial impulse for that long intellectual quest which found its 
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culmination forty years later in The Discovery of India.”75 In the Discovery he has 

beautifully explained his understanding and appreciation of the philosophy of life 

contained in the Upanishads and the Gita.76 About the Upanishads he wrote in his 

Discovery of India: “I am impressed by the approach to a problem which has often been 

shrouded by dogma and blind belief. I like the vigour of the thought, the questioning, 

the rationalist background.”77 The call to action in the spirit of detachment ,to meet the 

obligations and duties of life in Gita specially appealed to him as this was in conformity 

to modern India which was full of frustration and had suffered from too much 

quietism.78 So Annie Beasant’s theosophy introduced him to the ancient Indian 

philosophies on the basis of which his understanding of life henceforth came to be 

based on and he explained them beautifully in his Discovery of India. 

Sarojini Naidu was a another great and dynamic woman, who worked shoulder 

to shoulder with the great nationalist leaders of the day, including Jawaharlal Nehru in 

the freedom struggle, and she also played an important role in influencing and guiding 

the life of Nehru to a great extent. Sarojini Naidu was born in 1879 in Hyderabad in a 

Brahmin family. She was brought up in a cosmopolitan atmosphere of her father’s home 

in Hyderabad. She grew up to be a great poetess and she inherited this poetic instinct 

from both her parents. She was well renowned for her oratorical skills and she is said to 

have cast spell on the people by her words. Later she involved herself actively in the 

women emancipation movement and campaigned vigorously in favour of women’s 

franchise. She projected the “modern face of Indian womanhood, confident, assertive 

and politically motivated.”79 With her brilliant oratory and poetry, Sarojini was able to 
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project the real condition of Indian women creating a stir and upheaval which generated 

a resonance throughout India. 

Coming under the influence of Gandhi,  Sarojini Naidu plunged into full fledged 

political and social activities from 1916 onwards when she began to be “well launched 

on a nation-wide campaign of speeches, many of them to youth and women’s groups, 

where she exhorted them to take social ills and join hands in the struggle for 

freedom.”80 In fact it was at the Lucknow Congress in 1916, that Sarojini became 

widely recognized both as a speaker and a national leader of pre-eminence. Again it was 

during this session that Nehru met Sarojini for the first time and the charisma of 

Sarojini appealed to Nehru so much that created a long term impact on his mind and 

personality. He was charmed by the oratory and the bold personality of Sarojini, and the 

magnificent speeches which she delivered had a strong and forceful effect on his mind. 

She became a “tremendous source of inspiration to the younger leaders of the day and 

she had a forceful effect on Jawaharlal Nehru at the beginning of his political career.” 81  

Fascinated by her moving speeches he wrote in his Autobiography:  

“I remember being moved also, in those days after the Lucknow Congress, by a number of 
eloquent speeches delivered by Sarojini Naidu in Allahabad. It was all nationalism and 
patriotism and I was a pure nationalist, my vague socialist ideas of college days having sunk 
into the background.” 82  

 

This shows that the Lucknow Congress proved to be a turning point in Nehru’s 

life especially the brilliant speech Sarojini Naidu delivered at the session, no doubt 

created a lasting effect on Nehru’s mind. Speaking on self-government, she enthralled 

the audience including Nehru by her speech where she said: 
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“…… We stand united but united with such strength that nothing from outside, not even the 
tyranny of colonial domination, shall withhold from us our rights and privileges, withhold from 
us the liberties that are due, which we claim by our united voice…. To each of us has come that 
living consciousness, that is in united service for the motherland that constitutes the uppermost 
hope of tomorrow……that in the service of the Motherland lies the joy greater than all personal 
joys…. to live for her is the most victorious triumph of life; to die for her is to achieve the 
priceless crown of immortality.”83 

 

  This patriotic speech of Sarojini must have inspired the patriotic temperament 

in Nehru. The inspiring words of the speech might have been attractive to Nehru after 

which Nehru’s life was devoted completely for the cause of the nation. Moreover since 

Sarojini in her private as well as public life acted as a modern ‘liberated’ woman and 

devoted her life to the cause of women’s emancipation, this must have also inspired 

Nehru for the cause of the womanhood of India. 

It was in the course of the freedom struggle that Sarojini Naidu and Nehru came 

to know each other more closely and deeply. Sarojini Naidu was older to Nehru by ten 

years and he was like a younger brother to her. She was also one of his close confidante 

and political companion. In fact, Sarojini Naidu had close personal relations with all the 

members of Jawaharlal’s Nehru’s family. “She became, over the years, virtually a 

member of the Nehru household.”84 She was a frequent visitor in Anand Bhawan, 

Allahabad and her presence in the Nehru family brought cheerfulness, warmth and 

liveliness, which has been described by Nehru’s niece Nayantara Sahgal who said 

“There was laughter in the house whenever she was there, and a festive lively 

atmosphere of a kind which only she could create.”85 “Sarojini Naidu shared the joy and 

the sorrow of the Nehru family and was one with them not only in the struggle for 

freedom but in their everyday life.”86 Both Nehru and Sarojini kept constant touch with 
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each other through letters which reveal a blend of kindness, concern, humour and 

admiration, which reflect the many facets of her relationship with the Nehru family. In 

1917 she had written a letter to Nehru congratulating him on the birth of his daughter 

Indira describing her as “the new soul of India”. This in a way shows that Sarojini, a 

feminist and a modern liberated woman, had great confidence and pride in she being a 

woman, by the gesture and warm comment she made about the arrival of daughter in 

Nehru’s life. This incidentally shows that she was trying to make Nehru realize the 

significance of a birth of a daughter in his life by which she was trying to emphasize on 

the invincibility of a woman and the great role that woman could play in the society and 

nation. So this was likely to have left an impress on Nehru’s mind on his attitude 

towards his daughter in particular and women in general. Apart from being personal 

friends, they were also political comrades who fought shoulder to shoulder in the 

struggle for freedom of India. Sarojini also greatly influenced Nehru by being a constant 

source of motivation and inspiration to him. She always held a very high and optimistic 

view of Nehru and had great confidence and faith in his ability and capability as a great 

leader of India. She saw in him the ‘rising star of Indian nationalism’. 

 Sarojini showed her confidence on Nehru’s ability to guide the destiny of the 

country which is evident from one of the letters he wrote to Nehru on his fiftieth 

birthday: 

 “Your first half century of life has already passed into history, song and legend. May the early 
years of the next half century bring you the fulfillment of your great dreams and visions, and 
immortalize you in the chronicles of human progress as one of the Supreme 
Liberators…..Sorrow, suffering, sacrifice, anguish, strife…yes, these are the predestined gifts of 
life for you. Somehow you will transmute them into the very substance of ecstasy and victory- 
and of freedom…. You are a man of destiny, born to be alone in the midst of crowds, deeply 
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loved and but little understood. May your questing spirit find its goal and realize itself in 
splendor and beauty… This is the benediction of your poet-sister and fellow seeker.” 87 

 

When Nehru had been elected President of the Lahore session in 1929, that time 

he had expressed his doubtfulness to Sarojini of whether he would be able to discharge 

the duties of the office properly and carry up the ideals of the Congress. At this time 

Sarojini encouraged Nehru to take up the challenge and boosted up his morale. This 

explains that Sarojini acted as his guiding spirit. Again on another occasion, when 

Sarojini was to go to Africa, before her departure in a letter dated 20, November, 1929 

she assured Nehru that she would come back in time for his Congress session on the 21st 

December. The tremendous faith she showed on Nehru’s capability to lead the Congress 

party must have certainly enhanced Nehru’s confidence and determination and given 

him the zeal to lead the Congress party and take up the call of the nation. It can be said 

that Sarojini Naidu’s role and influence on the political activities of Nehru was 

immense and she acted as his political companion in his political activities.  

Nevertheless, it can also be seen in times of sadness, sorrows and loneliness too, 

Sarojini Naidu acted as his pillar of strength and support which is evident from the 

various encouraging letters she wrote to Nehru. This also shows how close she was with 

Nehru and how deeply she understood him. In one of the letter which she wrote on 13th 

November, 1937 to Nehru, the day before his birthday, she says,  

“I have been watching you these years with a most poignant sense of your suffering and 
loneliness…… what shall I wish you for the coming year? Happiness? Peace? Triumph? All 
these things which men hold supremely dear are but secondary things to you- almost incidental. 
I will wish you, my dear, unflinching faith and unfaltering courage in you, my dear, unflinching 
faith and unfaltering courage in your via crucis that all must tread who seek freedom and hold it 
more precious than life…. Walk steadfastly along that perilous and steep path…. If sorrow or 



76	
	

pain or loneliness be your portion, remember that liberty is the ultimate crown of all your 
sacrifices…. But you will not walk alone.”88 

 

 The concern and affection expressed by Sarojini in these letters reflects how she 

understood Nehru’s deep feelings and thoughts and acted as a source of motivation to 

pull him up in moments of crisis.  Nehru also, in many of his writings had humbly 

acknowledged ‘to the enormous influence she exercised upon him.’89 

Nehru acknowledged the value and place she occupied in his and the nation’s 

life, while paying tribute to her in the Parliament on 3rd March, 1949 where he said: 

 “…..My mind feels afflicted and confused as if a intimate part of it were cut off from it and 
because it is difficult to speak or to judge people for whom one has a great deal of affection. It 
was the affection of unity. It was the affection of one who even in his younger days was 
tremendously inspired by her speech and action and who during the succeeding decades grew 
more and more to love her and to admire her and to think of her as a rich and rare being……the 
India of our generation produced such rare spirits as have inspired us and as will inspire us in 
the future.” 90 

  

 Highlighting the greatness of Sarojini and acknowledging her contributions in 

various spheres of life, Nehru in a broadcast from Lucknow station of All India Radio 

on the death of Sarojini Naidu, 2 March, 1949 said: 

“……She was a nationalist and a great international figure…For 50 years she led a full and 
dynamic life and what she touched, she dignified…. We remember her as a comrade, a spirit 
full of joy and laughter, and because of that she will never die…. I pay homage to the great 
daughter of India and through her to the womanhood of India; whatever we have achieved I 
think we owe it to Sarojini Naidu. What I am today is partly due to the inspiration from Sarojini 
Devi. When I heard her 33 years ago from the platform of the National Congress, I was greatly 
thrilled as I was thrilled later whenever I heard her.”91 

  

 The place Edwina Mountbatten (Lady Mountbatten) occupied in Nehru’s life is 

an intriguing chapter in the history of Nehru’s later years of his life. Their relationship 
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has been looked from different perspectives by various writers and historians. Edwina’s 

entry into Nehru’s life perfectly synchronized at the time when Nehru was at the outset 

of the most important phase of his life and the role Edwina played in influencing and 

bringing about marked changes in Nehru’s life is an interesting area to be looked into. 

 Edwina Mountbatten was the wife of the last British Viceroy of British India 

Lord Louis Mountbatten. The British Prime Minister Atlee incidentally had specially 

chosen Mountbatten for supervising and arranging for the final transfer of power to 

India since he was convinced that only Mountbatten “had an extraordinary facility for 

getting on with all kinds of people. He was also blessed with an unusual wife.”92 So 

with that mission he arrived with Edwina in India on 22 March 1947, when India was 

aflame with communal riots. It may be noted that when Mountbatten’s appointment of 

Viceroy of India was announced, Edwina was unenthusiastic of the prospect of coming 

to India since she wanted to continue with her post-relief work in Europe and Britain 

and also she considered the assignment given to Mountbatten a ‘horror job’.93 But the 

fifteen months stay of the Mountbattens in India changed the destiny of India and the 

most important and inevitable of all was the germination and blossoming of close 

friendship between Nehru and Edwina and the significant role Edwina was to play in 

Nehru’s life, both personal and political as is manifested in the major political decisions 

he took and changes that marked his life as a whole. 

 Before knowing Nehru as a person, Edwina had come to learn from Krishna 

Menon94 that Nehru was a “man of immense charm and erudition” and since then she 

had a desire to meet him. There first meeting took place in 1946 in a canteen of Indian 
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soldiers at Singapore where Lord Mountbatten, who was then Supreme Allied 

Commander in South East Asia, had taken Nehru. The meeting was an unusual one, as 

Nehru himself remarked that it “was in a rather remarkable fashion”95, as Edwina was 

almost crushed by the soldiers that had rushed in to see Nehru and she eventually 

crawled and presented herself, and that was his first introduction to Edwina, the future 

Vicereine of India. 

 Edwina was an intelligent and fascinating woman and had an elegant and warm 

personality that led even Maulana Abul Kalam Azad to remark that Lady Mountbatten 

‘had a most attractive and friendly temperament.’  Nehru was also attracted to her 

charm, intelligence and the sympathetic companionship she gave to him at the most 

critical times of his life. It was also surmised by many people that, “Nehru could not 

have withstood the strain and stresses of those early years of his premiership without the 

strength and stimulus Edwina provided.”96 Not only this both Edwina and Nehru were 

remarkable people and possessed high intellect which attracted them to each other. 

Moreover, he needed a true friend and strong companion who could guide him and be 

his wise and true confidante. Edwina truly filled up this void and indeed gave him the 

most sympathetic companionship and also guided and influenced his life in many ways. 

Indira also pointed that they were great friends and Nehru was very fond of her and he 

used to feel relaxed in her company. Since their intellectual level also matched so they 

could discuss things intellectually.97 Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit also felt good that her 

brother had found a strong companion in Edwina and pointing out Edwina’s importance 

said:  
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“at a very difficult time when he had no wife and was doing  a very important job. He 
responded to her intelligent companionship and her warm personality. They were always able to 
talk intelligently to one another…. She was a big influence on his life because she brought 
warmth and friendship based on a sharing of values and intellectual pursuits.”98 

 
 Lord Mountbatten and Edwina came to India with the mission from Britain to 

successfully work out on the partition of the country and the transfer of power to India 

and in this respect, Edwina also played an equally important role in this mission along 

with her husband. In order to clear the way for achieving the said objective the first 

thing she did immediately after the magnificent swearing-in ceremony was meeting and 

getting the wives, sisters and daughters “of the men of influence and power onto her 

side and into favourable frame of mind towards the intentions and work of transferring 

power smoothly, which was the sole raison d’etre of this last Viceroyalty.”99 The other 

task in which she involved herself was the plunging into the social and missionary 

activities in India. Infact the zest and commitment with which she worked in the crisis 

of human suffering following communal riots made a great impact on Nehru that he 

began to view her with an “undying admiration” according to his friend Marie Seton.100 

 Edwina met and was able to make friendship with some of the leading women 

personalities of the time like Sarojini Naidu, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, Maniben Patel, 

Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya, Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, Begum Liquat Ali Khan, Aruna 

Asaf Ali, and took great interest in what they were doing. Infact her biographer Janet 

Morgan pointed out, “Edwina’s conversation with leading Indian women were a help to 

Dickie in his negotiations with their husbands, fathers and brother.”101 It can be said that 

it was with “Jawaharlal Nehru that she formed the most important connection of all.”102 

Nonetheless this warm and imaginative approach of Edwina to win over Indian women 
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leaders to her side was of tremendous help to Lord Mountbatten to build goodwill with 

Indian leaders and discuss and convince them about the final transfer of power to India 

along with partition. Vijaya Lakshmi indeed became a very close confidante and aide of 

Edwina and these two women is likely to have exercised their influence on Nehru in the 

final phase of the transfer of power.  

 V.P. Menon103’s daughter noted that it was Edwina who played a very important 

role in extracting concession from Nehru to offset the revisions to the partition plan104 

and persuaded him to accept an initial phase of dominion status for India.105 Maulana 

Abul Kalam Azad, a freedom fighter and a close associate of Nehru had seen closely 

how Nehru was averse to the idea of partition of the country at first. But later seeing 

Nehru acquiescing to the idea of partition Menon wrote:  

“I have often wondered how Jawaharlal was won over by Lord Mountbatten. He is a man of 
principle but he is also impulsive and very amenable to personal influences. I think one factor 
responsible for the change was the personality of Lady Mountbatten. She is not only extremely 
intelligent but has the most attractive and friendly temperament. She admired her husband very 
greatly and in many cases tried to interpret her thoughts to those who would not at first agree 
with him.”106 

 
 Although no corroborative evidence has been found regarding this particular 

instance cited by Azad of Edwina influencing Nehru to accept the partition of India, 

however it can be inferred that since Edwina was a close confidante and Nehru valued 

her judgement, it is likely that Nehru could have been partly influenced by her in 

accepting the partition of the country to calm the crisis. Moreover in terms of his 

political life Nehru could find in his relationship with Edwina one of the rare people on 

whom he could rely upon entirely and with whom he could share his thoughts. 
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 Another occasion where Edwina is likely to have influenced Nehru’s mind and 

complied with her advice was the joining of the Commonwealth of Nations. Nehru had 

been averse to the idea of joining the Commonwealth as he considered it to be ‘a device 

of the stronger races to exploit the weaker ones.’ In fact during the Presidential address 

at the Lahore session of the Congress in 1929, Nehru had sternly pointed out that, 

“Independence for us means complete freedom from British domination and British 

imperialism. The British Empire of today dominates many millions of people and holds 

large areas of the world’s surface against the will of their inhabitants. The embrace of 

the British Empire is a dangerous thing.”107 In Shimla when Lord Mountbatten and V.P. 

Menon discussed with Nehru the idea and procedure by which India might join the 

British Commonwealth, Nehru had disagreed. Though Edwina did not directly 

participate in the discussions, but she kept track of the progress of the negotiations. It is 

said that “V.P. Menon told his daughter afterwards that Lady Louis’s conversations 

with Nehru played a significant part in helping him to make up his mind to go for 

Commonwealth membership.”108 Since Nehru considered her judgement wise even than 

her husband, that he used to tell her that her mind was acute and masculine in its 

approach to business109, it is likely that he valued her advice and guidance and came 

under her strong influence to take major decisions for the future of the nation. 

 After partition which came along with independence in 1947, the bloody 

communal riots and refugee problem gripped India. But the zest and mercy with which 

Edwina worked to alleviate the sufferings of the people earned her appreciation from 

different quarters. She was able to unite the fifteen voluntary organizations under the 

banner of United Council of Relief and Welfare and undertook voluminous relief work 
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among the refugees. She was constantly on the move to work in the camps set up for the 

refugees. Nehru was likely to have got inspiration from Edwina to work together with 

her on relief and welfare policy. Before leaving India when Edwina offered the vice-

presidency of the United Council of Relief and Welfare, Nehru accepting it replied: “If 

there were no other adequate reason for associating myself with the Council, the fact 

that it might enable me to work with you in a common task would be reason 

enough.”110Acknowledging the great humanitarian work done by Edwina Nehru said: 

“The gods or some good fairy gave you beauty and high intelligence, and grace and charm and 
vitality-great gifts-and she who possesses them is a great lady wherever she goes. But unto 
those that have even more shall be given: and they gave you something that was even rarer than 
those gifts- the human touch, the love of humanity, the urge to serve those who suffer and who 
are in distress. And this amazing mixture of qualities results in a radiant personality and in the 
healer’s touch.”111 

 
 Nehru was therefore attracted to the strong personality of Edwina and looked 

upon her as his strong companion on whom he could confide upon in times of both joy 

and sorrow. During the summer of May 1948, Edwina had suggested to Louis 

Mountbatten that they invite Nehru to the retreat in Mashobra. Nehru without any 

hesitation accepted the invitation at once. Nehru at that point of time had been going 

through melancholic feeling and considerable mental disturbance due to the death of his 

loved leader Mahatma Gandhi who had been his mentor and patron and the tragic of 

partition. He also needed break from the stress of Delhi politics. So therefore he was in 

need to talk to someone who could understand him and help him get out of the 

depressed mood.  In this weary situation, Nehru knew it was Edwina who could 

understand his sensitive mind and feelings and help him soothe his disturbed mind. In 

this connection it can be seen that when Nehru confirmed his coming to Mashobra with 
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the Mountbattens, he wrote to her saying that he needed someone “to talk to me sanely 

and confidently as you can do so well…. I am in some danger of losing in myself and in 

the work I do.”112 So it was inevitable that the sympathetic nature of Edwina drew 

Nehru towards her for getting solace. 

 After completing their work in India, when it was time for the Mountbattens to 

leave the country, Nehru was struck by a deep sense of melancholy as he hated to part 

with Edwina. She had come to occupy a special position in his life as she was his source 

of inspiration, fun, solace and strength. He wanted Edwina to stay more in India and 

continue on her work with the refugees. Since Edwina had become Nehru’s closest 

confidante, the thought of her leaving him made him extremely sad and pouring our his 

innermost feelings to Edwina he said, “A feeling of acute malaise is creeping over me, 

and horror seizes me when I look at a picture in my mind of you shaking thousands of 

hands on the night of 20th and saying your final goodbye.”113 But Edwina here played 

an important role by reminding him to be practical as he used to tell her. This shows 

how Edwina acted as a guiding spirit trying to help him remain strong psychologically.  

 After Edwina left India, they corresponded each other through letters. He used to 

read her letters number of times and would lose himself in her thoughts. “Nehru loved 

words. Edwina was his inspiration. Writing to her his solace.”114 From Kashmir Nehru 

sent to her gift of a piece of Indian birch bark, which in olden days was used in place of 

paper for writing manuscripts.115 This symbolized Nehru’s desire to write to her to 

enliven his spirits and feelings and vice versa.  Apart from this since there intellectual 

mind worked along the same line,  Nehru used to update her about the country’s affairs 
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and activities and various work as he wanted her to understand how his mind was 

working in all the matters. 

 Another instance when Edwina truly stood as a strong support of Nehru was 

during the time when disturbances arose in Hyderabad on the question of accession in 

September 1948. When the Indian troops invaded Hyderabad and took control over 

everything, Mountbatten is said to have disapproved the invasion, as India would be 

considered an aggressor in Britain. But here again Edwina agreeing and upholding 

Nehru government’s decision said, “Right is right and wrong is wrong.” So Edwina 

stood as a loyal supporter of Nehru’s decision which must have certainly encouraged 

Nehru at the time of country’s crisis. 

 Mountbatten was very well aware of the attachment between Edwina and Nehru. 

But he never looked at their relationship from a different angle. Instead he respected 

their relationship. Whenever Edwina went to Delhi, Mountbatten would write to Nehru 

ahead begging him to see that Edwina got some rest. In fact, whenever Nehru used to 

visit their home in Broadlands, Mountbatten used to give space to them so that they 

could talk and spend time together separately. Nehru, too inspite of his close relation 

with Edwina knew his boundaries and he would never let Mountbatten down, since he 

considered “it disloyal, ill-mannered and wrong to deceive his friend.”116  

 There was an instance when Edwina played an important role in guiding Nehru’ 

political life. In 1958, Nehru again began to talk of resignation117 and told a press 

conference shortly afterwards that he was feeling “rather stale and flat.”118 Here Edwina 

as a good friend and well wisher saved him from this hot headedness and impulsive 
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decision. Though there might have been other factors too which made Nehru to change 

his decision, yet Edwina’s role cannot be overlooked. Edwina suggested him to take a 

holiday and in late May, he went with Indira trekking in the Kulu Valley. During this 

time, Edwina asked Nehru whether she should continue to write to him or not. She said, 

“I shall well understand if you say ‘not a note for the next few months.’”119 Nehru with 

great passionate feeling wrote back, “And how do you think I would fare if months 

passed without a letter from you?....Have you realized what your letters mean to 

me.?”120 This clearly reflects the special kind of force which drew Nehru towards 

Edwina inspite of their distance and that he longed for her letters, since it was with her 

he could share everything.  

 Therefore, it can be assumed that Edwina’s entry into Nehru’s life brought about 

sweeping and marked changes in his life. Her influence went to the extent of guiding 

Nehru to take important political decisions for the country. Nehru came under her 

vivacious, strong and magnetic personality and moreover Edwina also turned out to be a 

dependable and trustworthy friend, that Nehru considered her to be a very important 

part of his life. She left a powerful impress on his mind. “She was a friend who had 

stimulated and encouraged him most.”121 In this way, Edwina became his strongest 

confidante and a guiding spirit of his life. 

 Looking at the great personality and leading figure of the age, Jawaharlal Nehru 

was not only the first Prime Minister of independent India, but he was endowed with an 

alert and profound mind which was turned in different directions and was clearly visible 

in his temperament. He was a man who had a background of culture and learning, man 
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who could think clearly, man who could see a problem not merely from one angle or 

aspect, but in all aspects and who could come to decisions with knowledge of factors 

not only in respect of the past and the present, but also of the future. So there was a 

need of such a type of a leader who could guide and handle the destiny of the country at 

a time when India was struggling under British domination and later on mould the 

destiny of the newly independent country in the face of global challenges. Such a 

temperament and mental make-up in Nehru had been developed and moulded by 

women as has been discussed above. However, it does not imply here that Nehru was 

not inspired by man, but since the attempt of the chapter had been to delve into the 

guiding spirit of women in the life of Nehru, therefore the role of women and the 

making of the manhood in Nehru is inseparable. There are many biographers on Nehru, 

but very scanty light has been thrown on this particular aspect of Nehru. This chapter 

has thrown light on this aspect. What India had achieved under his able leadership has 

therefore been discussed in the light of the role played by women in guiding him in 

directing the destiny of the nation. The women no doubt therefore acted as an 

inspiration, guiding force in the make –up of his personality, temperament, his outlook 

towards life which had a direct bearing in the full-fledged blossoming of a person of 

exceptional quality, and India is indeed proud to have had such an outstanding leader 

who had steered the future of the nation by his exceptional leadership and moulded the 

future of our country. 
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Chapter-III 

THE LEADERSHIP CHARISMA OF NEHRU AND ITS APPEAL 

TO INDIAN WOMEN 

 

Jawaharlal Nehru played a glorious part in the gigantic task in leading India’s 

struggle for her destiny and emerge as a free nation.  Nehru’s wisdom, his patience, his 

sagacity, his farsightedness, his optimistic view of life and situation, personal courage 

as well as moral courage and his integrity and many other attributes embellished in the 

making of his character and  charismatic personality which captured the imagination of 

millions of people and inspired them to fight for the country’s cause. Nehru’s charisma 

drew response from the women of all classes on an unprecedented scale. Nehru’s 

charismatic attributes of his personality and his national leadership in the Indian 

freedom movement immensely appealed to the masses which made a deep impact on 

the minds of the people. He was able to mould the minds of his fellow- countrymen and 

women during his lifetime. Since Nehru himself came from a political background and 

his heart also yearned to do something for the cause of the nation, therefore it was 

natural and inevitable for Nehru to get  involved in the political activities of the country.  

Nehru popularly known as  Bharat Bhushan- ‘Jewel of India’, or Tyagamurti- 

‘Embodiment of Sacrifice’ during the freedom struggle,  had a towering personality that 

crowds were always charmed and captivated by listening to Nehru and even by getting a 

mere darshan (appearance) of him.  The charisma of Nehru was such that he was able to 

draw the hearts and minds of his countrymen and in fact, it was because of this unique 
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trait in him that he received spontaneous and unquestioned loyalty and devotion from 

the people of India and this in turn accentuated his greatness. People in their hundreds 

and thousands used to gather to see and hear him and they were stirred by his voice and 

presence even when they could not quite comprehend the message.1 Nehru’s strong 

exposition of freedom and his exceptional service to the cause of the country’s 

liberation stirred and inspired the people including women to plunge into the freedom 

struggle and fight against the British rule. Bimla Luthra one of the women 

contemporaries of Nehru recording her experiences while she a student wrote:  

 
“……. My first vivid memory of him goes back to the Christmas week of 1929 when he came 
to Lahore to preside over the historic session of the Congress on the banks of the river Ravi. We 
girls were completely bowled over by him, not only because he was so handsome, but also 
because he appeared to symbolize the spirit of rebellion against foreign domination and –
equally important to us at that age- the stifling conservatism which made us feel continually that 
we were an inferior species, good only for the home and the kitchen. We looked up to him as 
one who understood the deep urges of youth, and saw justice in women’s aspiration to be 
treated as individuals in their own right.”2 

 

Nehru believed in Socialist philosophy and he often spoke on Socialist line and 

this strongly appealed to the students and youth.  Sarojini Naidu once wittingly 

remarked on the youthful image which Nehru retained till late middle age: “Jawahar, 

don’t think that all these young women who come to hear your speeches are converts to 

socialism. They only want to look at your handsome face.”3 So Nehru left a pervasive 

imprint of his personality and eloquence on the minds of women, who rose to the call of 

his leadership.  

Along with country’s freedom, Nehru was also a strong advocate of women’s 

emancipation and women’s rights. Nehru gave impetus for releasing the women from 
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an age-old bond and his dynamic leadership gave the Indian women their charter of 

freedom when they were called upon to join the anti-imperialist liberation movement.4  

It could be seen that thousands of men and women from different strata of the society 

responded to his call of patriotism and social regeneration. Such was the charisma of 

Nehru that, they displayed qualities of courage, dedication and self-sacrifice of an order 

unsurpassed, in the history of national liberation movements.5 Large participation of 

women in the freedom movement, especially the involvement of his own women family 

members, in turn also served as an inspiration and motivation to Nehru to continue to 

fight for the country’s cause and never to bow down till the goal was achieved.   

 

NEHRU’S CHARISMATIC LEADERSHIP APPEAL ON WOMEN FAMILY 

MEMBERS 

 

Firstly it may be said that the impact of Nehru’s charismatic appeal was felt by 

his family women members at home. His mother Swarup Rani, came from a 

conservative ‘Kashmiri Brahmin family’. Unlike her husband and her children she did 

not have “Western influence” in her upbringing. As Vijayalakshmi Pandit writes: 

“Though she understood but spoke no English, yet this did not prevent her from doing 

her duties as a hostess at Western-style parties.”6 Since Swarup Rani was happy to 

function within the traditional and conservative framework that she had been used to, 

her life was just confined within the limits of her family and completely devoted 

towards it. She was extremely proud and possessive of Nehru, her only son and 

showered her immense love, affection and care on him. Nehru also respected and loved 



96	
	

his mother equally. But soon marked changes overtook her world, which became 

difficult for her to adjust with it in the beginning. It was the emergence of Mahatma 

Gandhi and the beginning of the national movement that brought about drastic changes 

in the Nehru household, which Swarup Rani could not quite well comprehend with. 

Nehru’s decision to join the Gandhian movement created a storm in the family as 

Motilal Nehru did not want his son to join it. Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, Nehru’s sister 

describing the domestic strain that existed in the household then wrote:   

 
“New thinking was necessary for new designs that would affect the national destiny that now 
began to take shape. Mother felt acutely miserable over all that was happening. The person she 
loved the most, her son, was deeply disturbed and unhappy. He was obviously on the verge of 
some action that she would have appreciated in a mythological figure but not in one on whom 
her hopes of happiness on earth and her place in heaven depended. Then there was the serious 
situation developing between her husband and her son. What was going to happen? How could 
she take sides or understand this new “Mahatma”, whose business, if anything, should have 
been to look after people’s morals instead of meddling in family affairs.”7 

 

 Swarup Rani’s most prized possession, her son Nehru was now getting diverted 

to different  direction which both Swarup Rani and Motilal Nehru did not quite approve 

of and there was a strong resentment from Motilal and conflict between father and son. 

But ultimately both of them had to yield to their’ son’s advice and hence there was a 

emergence of a new role of Jawaharlal Nehru in the Nehru household and in India. 

However gradually, following the footsteps of Nehru, the women members of his 

family, including his old, frail mother also actively took part in the movement. During 

the Civil Disobedience Movement of 1930, Swarup Rani took part in the manufacture 

of salt, gave speeches and mobilized the women to join and support the movement. In 

one of the meetings held in Allahabad  1930 which she presided she gave a fiery speech 
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where she said: “If you are true to the motherland, then you should start manufacturing 

salt in every home.”8 Describing the impact her revolutionary speeches created on the 

crowds Krishna Hutheesing wrote:  

 
“That was one of the most extraordinary things. A tiny, fragile Hindu lady, born to the luxury 
and seclusion of strict orthodoxy, suddenly became a revolutionary orator. Her fiery speeches 
swayed and roused the vast crowd to a peak of high emotion voiced in their wild, shrill shouts 
of ‘Swaraj ji Jai! Nehru Ki Jai’”9 
 

When Nehru was in prison, he was proud and happy to receive the news of the 

courageous part the women, including his family women members played in fighting 

against the British government. He wrote in his Autobiography: “When I heard that my 

aged mother and of course my sisters used to stand under the hot summer sun picketing 

before foreign clothes, I was greatly moved.”10 Therefore, it could be seen that 

ultimately Swarup Rani who was initially bound by her traditions and customs, and her 

world being just confined to her family, and who had also been an invalid was so drawn 

by the charismatic leadership of her son that she gathered strength and determination to 

become actively involved in the freedom struggle. However, on the other hand, seeing 

his old and weak mother Swarup Rani involving herself whole-heartedly for the cause 

of the nation, it is likely that Nehru must have certainly got more inspiration and 

encouragement to go ahead and pursue his cherished dream of helping India to emerge 

as a free nation.  

For Nehru’ two younger sisters- Vijayalakshmi Pandit and Krishna their elder 

brother was an embodiment of grace and charm. Vijayalakshmi Pandit had great regard, 
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respect and affection for Nehru. She beautifully describes the position a brother 

occupied in the Indian family in her memoirs in these words: 

“A brother occupies a very special position in India. He is the guardian and protector of his 
sister, whose attitude to him borders on adoration. Brother’s day- Bhaiya Duj- which follows  
the festival of Diwali, is an important occasion all over the country. The sister and brother 
renew the pledge of affection to each other and the brother gives his sister a gift. In all religious 
ceremonies the brother’s part is symbolic of this relationship. In a period where women had not 
rights, personal, civil or political, where there was no divorce for Hindu women and they were 
recognized through their relationship to a father, husband, brother, or son, the role of the brother 
was one of the greatest importance in the life of the sister, and his home practically the only 
protection she had in case of marital or other troubles.”11 

 

 Vijaya Lakshmi Pandi, the younger sister of Nehru was an outgoing, charming 

woman and had been brought up under a totally Western environment. She was younger 

to Nehru by eleven years. Because of the huge age gap, Nehru and his sisters did not 

enjoy the companionship in their early years. Nonetheless, Vijaya Lakshmi had 

immense admiration and love for her brother and like many other women she also came 

under his charming influence. She wrote in her memoirs that she had a mind of her own 

and had always been able to use it whether in small matters or large decisions.12 But 

describing her brother’s character she said that, a unique trait she saw in Nehru was that 

he deeply respected the minds of others and that he never showed any inclination to 

impose his views on anyone on any matter. She said that “His (Nehru) way was to lead 

you to the threshold of your own mind and let you do the rest”13 But drawn by the 

magnetic personality of her brother, gradually she started to accept Nehru’s views 

without any questioning.14 She remarked: “To me Bhai was a knight sans peur et sans 

reproche.”15  
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 Nehru’s active participation in the anti-imperialist struggle and his growing 

stature as a popular political leader led to the creation of a new image of him in the 

minds of womenfolk of his family and extended family.16 So it was within the 

framework of the national movement of the early twenties, Vijayalakshmi Pandit 

observed this new trait in her brother and came to know him more as a person.17 Before 

that she looked upon him as merely “Bhai”, the beloved elder brother and still merely a 

part of the family.18 This marked changes in the home front and the emergence of Nehru 

as one of the leader of the freedom movement also brought a shift in the perception of 

Vijayalakshmi Pandit and also other women family members on Nehru. They now 

looked upon Nehru as their leader and their guide. Vijayalakshmi accepting and 

recognizing this new role of Nehru wrote: “not by argument, not by threats and anger, 

not by appeal to emotion but by the force of his own deep conviction that the path he 

was taking was the right one and the dedication… with which he sought to fit himself 

for the great task.”19 Nehru had that knack to bind and keep the family healthy and 

intact and he possessed the mechanism whether by means of arguments or his activities 

or his dealings with people that helped him to maintain it and this led everybody in the 

family to look upon him as an ideal hero.  

 Vijayalakshmi Pandit also mentioned how her brother Jawaharlal had influenced 

her thinking, her political career and personal life and inspired her in many ways that 

she learnt a lot from him. Acknowledging this fact, Vijayalakshmi wrote, “ What I 

value most of all is the lesson that life is not lived in little compartments- personal life 

and public life are both guided by the same principles and one is but the projection of 

the other. His actions flow from this belief as does his capacity to ‘lead you to the 
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threshold of your own mind’- wisdom of his own.”20 Vijaya Lakshmi’s orientation 

towards life was based on the values implanted in her by Nehru. This showed that 

Vijaya Lakshmi had great faith and confidence on Nehru and dependent on him and 

also vice versa. This mutual dependence on each other was reflected clearly especially 

after independence. Following independence, India was a new born nation and a huge 

task lay before her to make her mark at the international level. For that purpose Nehru 

needed a reliable and dependable person who would be able to build India’s status at 

par with the other powerful nations of the then world and that personality he found in 

his sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, who could instill confidence in Nehru. Vijaya 

Lakshmi also under the excellent outstanding leadership of Nehru was able to steer the 

ship of India’s foreign policy at the direction perceived by Nehru. In this way in 

building India’s image abroad, both of them depended greatly on each other’s 

personality. Vijaya Lakshmi served as ambassador in Moscow, Washington, London 

and also head of UN delegation and also represented India on various forums, and 

Nehru showed his confidence and dependence on her for handling many major issue as 

she was likely to have influenced Nehru’s judgement on many issues. It is likely that 

Nehru represented himself outside India through Vijaya Lakshmi. 

 In this regard, we may cite one occasion to illustrate the interdependence of both 

Nehru and Vijaya Lakshmi on each other. After independence, Nehru strongly stood for 

the end of colonialism and racial equality and Vijaya Lakshmi upholding these 

principles as laid down by Nehru aptly dealt with the problem of South West Africa. 

She strongly condemned the high handed policy of South Africa in South West Africa 

where it was trying to alter the rights of the inhabitants of South West Africa. Through 
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the United Nations, Vijaya Lakshmi pointed out that India’s interest in South West 

Africa was “based on the principle that freedom, like peace, is indivisible, it was a 

symbol of faith in fundamental human rights and dignity of human person.”21 Back 

home Nehru supported the line of action taken by Vijaya Lakshmi and asked her to 

exercise her discretion if situation so arose. Later Nehru greatly appreciated her 

speeches and her handling of South West African question in the United Nations and 

also earned her admiration in India. He told her: “I am particularly glad that you kept 

the subject on a high level of principle and make it quite clear what India stands for”22 

 Thus it can be seen that charmed by her brother’s personality, she was drawn 

into politics and took an active part in freedom movement. After independence, it could 

be seen that Vijaya Lakshmi association with diplomatic missions abroad led her to 

influence Nehru’s views on foreign affairs. Nehru was also in turn dependent on her on 

many national and international matters as she was also the most trustworthy aide and 

person on whom he could completely rely on. In this way Vijaya Lakshmi also had an 

important role to play in the Nehru’s life. As Krishna Hutheesing has also pointed out 

that her sister Nan (Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit) helped Nehru in building India prestige in 

world diplomacy.23 

Krishna Nehru, the youngest sister of Nehru also shared a very close and loving 

bond with her brother. Nehru was eighteen years older to Krishna and infact she was 

born (1907) when Nehru was studying in England. So she saw her brother and became 

acquainted with him only once he returned from England for good, after having 

completed his studies. After that they spent a great deal of time together and she came 
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to learn about her brother more. Being his sister, Krishna had the opportunity to observe 

Nehru closely from different angles and came to understand his personality and many 

traits which in a way also influenced her. Nehru trained Krishna to be strong and 

fearless since her childhood as is evident from the various incidents recorded by 

Krishna in her Autobiography. She recalls one such incident: whenever she used to ride 

a pony, Nehru would often whip the pony from behind which got startled and either  

reared  or tried to bolt with her. Then if she fell off or showed her fear being taken 

unaware, Nehru would force her to mount the pony again so that she learnt not to be 

timid. Again in another incident which Krishna vividly remembered was when Nehru 

threw her into the middle of the swimming pool, where she nearly drowned. In this way, 

Nehru was actually training his sister to be fearless that she may be able to face any 

situation boldly. What Krishna could observe from this facet of Nehru’s character was 

that Nehru wanted “perfection in every sphere whether it be work or play” and this 

attitude of life of Nehru was reflected throughout his life. It is very likely that Krishna’s 

mental make-up was also oriented towards that direction. 

The beginning of the Non Co-operation movement in 1920s brought marked 

changes in  Nehru family and it was during this time that Krishna got better acquainted 

with Nehru and his leadership. In fact during this period both of them were thrown more 

often into each other’s company. She would often accompany him to nearby villages 

and there she observed her brother addressing people. She could notice the gradual 

changes taking place in Nehru and how he was emerging as a strong leader. As a leader 

he not only began to understand the mass psychology but was also able to exercise his 

influence over them. Krishna was touched by the humility of her brother which was 
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often reflected in his dealing with the masses. Krishna closely viewed the marked 

changes which crept in their household with the growing momentum of the political 

movement in the country. Motilal and Swarup Rani apart from giving up the luxurious 

living was constantly worried for Nehru’s future and on the other hand Kamala’s health 

was also deteriorating.  In spite of many upheavals in the family, though Nehru, as 

Krishna observed: 

 
“became thin and pale with tired lines around it but his eyes lost neither their luster nor twinkle, 
nor was he every too weary  or engrossed to give a word of cheer to any who needed it. No 
matter how overburdened or harassed he might be, Bhai always had a smile for others which 
would warm many a heart in need of comfort.  He always had time to listen to others, to give 
them his understanding, consolation and encouragement.”24 

  

Though the uncertainty of life had gripped the Nehru family with the ongoing 

freedom struggle, whenever Nehru was at home for brief periods Krishna saw how 

Nehru forgetting all his political worries would enliven the house by teasing, joking and 

being full of fun. Nehru’s affection was not just confined within his family and 

immediate family but also to his extended family who also loved him equally. So 

Krishna who was in constant association with her brother and also a keen observer of 

her brother’s attitude and his many activities, certainly must have been truly fascinated 

by his approach towards life and attracted towards his outstanding leadership that 

helped her not to lose courage and hope whatever the circumstances may be and also 

encouraged her to be a part of the freedom struggle.  

When Nehru took Kamala to Europe for treatment in 1926, Krishna also joined 

them there later. Again a very strong bond developed between the brother and sister and 
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Nehru acting as a teacher to Krishna greatly widened her horizon of world affairs. In 

this way Krishna learnt many valuable things from Nehru and it was kind of a training 

to Krishna to develop her personality and become a strong woman. Nehru took her to 

some of the Italian cities of Rome, Florence, Milan and many other places. During the 

trip, Krishna was not only fascinated to see the cities, but was also enamoured by her 

brother’s vast knowledge and the enthusiasm with which he guided her through the 

cities. She found him to be an ideal companion and Nehru also confided in his sister by 

sharing his thoughts with her and equally enjoyed the trip like Krishna. In order to make 

Krishna independent so that she could go out on her own in Europe, he gave her a 

French dictionary, a map of Geneva and some tram and bus tickets.25 In this way, 

Krishna noticed the traits of broad mindedness in her brother as he wanted her to 

explore the new place on her own. In order to broaden her horizon and experience with 

people and the world, Nehru also arranged for her to go to the International Summer 

School. Many leading statesmen of Europe gave lectures in the School. In this way 

Krishna met many important personalities of the world and this helped her to gain wide 

experience of world affairs. Not only this while travelling with him, Nehru also initiated 

her into becoming ‘the perfect secretary’.26 Krishna observed and was very proud to see 

how people from all parts of the world whom they met in the conferences or at the 

homes of friends yielded to the charms of Nehru.27 Therefore Krishna was able to 

internalize this quality of broad-mindedness of Nehru for herself in the days to come. 

Krishna was not only judging and glorifying Nehru as a brother, but as any other 

individual Krishna was actually observing the various qualities and traits which a leader 

should possess. And Krishna while communicating with Nehru was also able to discern 



105	
	

the varied sides of Nehru’s personality and she herself was struck by Nehru’s “sincerity 

of purpose, his integrity, high sense of values, his code of honour, loyalty to friends and 

comrades, attachment to his family and his never-failing consideration towards others as 

well as his adherence to truth and fairplay.”28 Fickle mindedness and a capricious and 

whimsical character is not a good quality of any good leader. But Krishna observed that, 

what made Nehru unique was that he remained unchanged no matter what heights of 

glory he achieved and what honours and laurels he gained. She observed further that: 

“He would always remain the staunch upholder of what was right no matter what the 

cost and would never give in to anything which was unfair or unjust.”29 Therefore 

Nehru as a man of principle always maintained his integrity whatever be the 

circumstances. It was all these distinctive and outstanding qualities and attributes of 

Nehru which Krishna studied and understood so deeply that she was enthralled and 

captivated by her own brother’s outstanding personality that she also followed the 

footsteps of Nehru. 

Nehru gave many lessons of life to Krishna which she valued deep in her heart. 

When she got married with Raja Huthseeing in 1933, Nehru’s advice to her expressed 

through letter from Alipore jail on 1 March, 1934 helped her in the process of 

adjustment with her new life. He wrote:  

“In your new experience of married life you will also view life from another angle and gain 
wisdom thereby. But wisdom comes often at the cost of so much, so many years that slip by and 
do not return. Those who have had the advantage of prison experience know at least the value of 
patience, and if they have profited by their experience, they have learnt adaptability, and that is 
a great thing.”30  
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This certainly showed Nehru acted as a great teacher, guide and philosopher to 

Krishna, which certainly left a deep imprint in the mind of Krishna and she also looked 

upon Nehru as a ideal man, an ideal brother and an ideal leader who guided and showed 

her the many facets of life and helped her to face any situation of life bravely and 

fearlessly. 

 Being a rationalist, Nehru had a very humanist approach and attitude towards 

women. Being brought up by the love and affection of his mother and also being an 

elder brother of two younger sisters, and father to a  daughter, Nehru had great respect 

and affection for women and always stood up for the noble cause of women. Throwing 

light on this humanistic appeal of Nehru towards women, his younger sister Krishna 

Nehru remarks, “Nehru believed in their autonomy and encouraged the women of his 

extended family to choose from a wide variety of roles and not be confined to the role 

of a wife, mother and home-maker.”31 Nehru encouraged the women members of his 

family to actively involve themselves in the freedom movement, anti British agitation 

anti colonial rule.  Women members of his family equally participated in the freedom 

struggle. Even his young daughter Indira also actively participated in the movement. 

 Kamala Nehru, shy and unassuming wife of Jawaharlal played a significant role 

in the Indian national movement. Both Kamala and Jawaharlal influenced and served as 

an inspiration to each other. Nehru had plunged into politics immediately after his 

marriage which brought about lot of challenges in their married life but this was 

handled by Kamala very graciously and in a befitting manner. Though Kamala was very 

young then, she did not fear and faced all difficulties boldly. She had great faith and 
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confidence in her husband’s ability and was very proud of his patriotism. From 

December 1921 to March 1923, during sixteen months Nehru spent three hundred and 

fifty days in jail. Not only this Nehru and Kamala was also financially dependent on 

Motilal Nehru. However inspite of all these difficulties, she valued the wonderful 

mission of her husband and never grumbled at her difficulties. These developments also 

worked on her mind and gave her a strong will power and determination to stand by her 

husband and also actively work shoulder to shoulder along with Nehru for the cause of 

the nation. In 1930 during the Civil Disobedience Movement, Jawaharlal Nehru was 

imprisoned. In Nehru’s absence, following the footsteps of her husband, Kamala Nehru 

played a very brave and notable part in the movement and Krishna Nehru marveling at 

the spirit and energy of Kamala remarked: “Kamala whose fatal disease had returned 

was the most active of all. She became the best organizer, the most intrepid marcher and 

the leading spirit of the women of Allahabad.”32  Kamala and Krishna donned male 

attire for the purpose. Forgetting about her ill-health, Kamala actively involved herself 

in various nationalist activities. She was involved in the breaking of the salt law at 

Handia, a tehsil in Allahabad.33  A newspaper report added: “Over 10,000 people 

collected to witness the inauguration of the satyagraha campaign at Allahabad. Today’s 

volunteers were Mrs Jawaharlal Nehru, Miss Krishna Nehru, Mrs Motilal Nehru and 

Babu Purushottam Das Tandon. While in preparation, Mrs K. Nehru picked up fuel, put 

it into the furnace and lighted a fire.”34 She also picketed foreign cloth shops and liquor 

shops. It was said: “48 volunteers were there including 15 from the first batch of 

volunteers. They kept walking in front of the cloth shops, looking for people buying. 

Mrs Kamala Nehru caught sight of a Muslim gentleman purchasing foreign cloth. He 
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was so impressed with her reasons that there and then he set fire to the cloth.”35 With 

such a forceful spirit and courage Kamala Nehru organized the work   left by her 

husband that Nehru also pointed out: “She made up for that inexperience by her fire and 

energy and, within a few months, she became the pride of Allahabad.”36 In this way 

Kamala proved to be an inspiration for Nehru as her strength of mind, her moral support 

and her own political activities put courage into Nehru’s heart not to lose hope and 

continue with the struggle till the goal was achieved.  

 Nehru’s personality and leadership appealed to a great extent to his mother and 

sisters and his wife, that they were swayed by his charisma.  But looking from another 

perspective, it is likely that it was because of the constant and immense support, 

guidance and inspiration from his own women family members that he had been able to 

face the challenges courageously and tread on the path of the freedom struggle which 

was full of challenges, with ease and satisfaction.  

Indira’s personality seems to be a product of the mindset of Nehru indeed, as he 

had undoubtedly moulded and nurtured her to imbibe and inculcate in her, strength of 

character, sincerity of purpose and a sense of vision for the future, the traits of which 

could be clearly discerned from the time of her early growth till she reached the stage of 

glorious womanhood and leadership. The reflection of the intrepid training of Indira by 

Nehru was clearly revealed in her leadership when she presided over the destiny of 

India for sixteen years as Prime Minister. 

 Indira Gandhi’s early childhood was full of uncertainty and insecurity. She was 

born and brought up in the midst of political turmoil when India was fighting her battle 
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for independence which took away the childhood love, care and affection of her parents 

and family member on her, because of the participation of the whole family in the 

national struggle. Her childhood days were full of challenging experiences which was to 

leave a deep impact on her mind. The active participation of her grandfather and father 

in the national movement often led them to land up in prison for months and years, and 

Indira had to often stay away from her father at the prime of her growing age. Her 

mother Kamala Nehru too was either busy with national movement or her illness which 

took away most of her time, left Indira uncared for and neglected. Sensitive and an 

observant child Indira grew up in such an environment, but however fortunately “even 

in the midst of such happenings there was time for the tender written dialogue which so 

powerfully shaped her personality.”37  Moreover having lost her mother at a young age, 

it left a void which was filled by Nehru. It is likely that Nehru had a greater hand in 

moulding the character of Indira. 

  Nehru was very well aware of the fact that one would suffer from depression 

because of the uncertainty of life on account of the separation from the family members 

due to frequent imprisonment. But in such adverse situations also, Nehru always kept 

his spirits high and positive for he strongly believed that it was during these difficult 

periods that individuals and nations could really find themselves and build up a strong 

and enduring foundation for straight thought and effective action.38 For him the present 

was transitory and passing phase which he overlooked and looked forward for a new 

beginning everyday. So Nehru was concerned that Indira, who was then young would 

be most affected by such happenings. So in order to make sure that Indira was not 

affected by such disturbances, Nehru through his constant letters from prison would 
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often try to divert Indira from the depression mood and make her understand the value 

of life and help her to get out of the ‘superficialities of existence’. He tried to instill in 

her young mind that in the “very present lie the seeds of that future change”39  and that 

the promise of future spread out before her.”40 

 Nehru was in fact a great teacher for his daughter and her mental make-up, 

temperament, outlook was indeed influenced by Nehru, and Indira would also ask 

Nehru’s advice “in the most trivial matters and hold on to even a suggestion as if it was 

the final and inescapable truth.”41 Sonia Gandhi, daughter in law of Indira Gandhi 

highlighting Nehru’s concern for his daughter’s upbringing and growth stated: 

  
“Jawaharalal Nehru strongly believed that his daughter should grow up in a mileu which would 
increase her critical faculties and widen the range of her intellectual interests. He held the view 
that a liberal education through formal and informal channels was the best possible basis for 
shaping young minds. It is this belief and his concern for his daughter which prompted him to 
write to her a series of letters on the history of the world. These were later published as a book 
entitled ‘Glimpses of World History’.” 42  

 
Therefore Indira’s formative years were moulded through a series of letter 

Nehru wrote to her from prison as he wanted to develop the mind and spirit of Indira. A 

letter written to Indira on the eve of her thirteenth birthday on October 26th, 1930 was 

indeed a classic since it epitomized lessons of character building, sense of history and 

also showed the path of destiny that Indira was to travel later in her eventful life.43 

Actually “it was meant to provoke thinking on a young mind for true nobility and 

leadership.”44 In order to make his daughter understand and realize the significance of 

historical events, in the letter he wrote, that the year and the very month she was born in 

1917 was one of the most memorable years of the history which saw Lenin start the 
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great Revolution which changed the face of Russia and “ushered in a nation, reborn and 

kindled by the fire of sacrifices and ideas rarely seen before.”45 He also reminded her 

about the great leader Gandhi who had been able to inspire millions of Indians, men and 

women, and even small children to fight for their freedom. His letters reflected lessons 

of practical life, which were in tune to the contemporary happenings of the 

contemporary period. Thus Nehru was actually trying to stir the young mind of Indira 

and also to built the leader in Indira so that she could serve to inspire the people to do 

great deeds for a better cause and make a stirring and epoch making history. 

Nehru had a great love for books and an insatiable hunger for knowledge. He 

wanted to inculcate this same interest in books in Indira also which would make her “to 

understand life with its thousand facets and to learn how to live life.”46 According to 

Nehru, one could not rely on individual experiences alone since it were so narrow and 

limited. Therefore in this kind of a situation, books would be of great help as it would 

give the “experiences and thoughts of innumerable others, often the wisest of their 

generation, and lift us out of our narrow ruts.”47 In this way he wanted Indira to develop 

a larger vision of life so that she could play a brave part in life’s journey Therefore 

while he was in prison, Nehru would order number of books for Indira.  

 This mental training of Indira through books was of great help in moulding the 

temperament of Indira as it motivated and developed in her the art and taste of reading 

which enriched her mind and greatly widened her horizon. Indira seemed to be 

particularly fascinated by the stories of Joan of Arc, that her aunt Krishna Huthseeing 

often saw her practicing being Joan of Arc. Indira aspired to be like of Joan of Arc and 
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she would often say that she would someday lead her people to freedom just as Joan of 

Arc had done. During the National Congress of Child Welfare held in 1956, Indira in 

her speech had acknowledged that her father had taught her to love books, not only the 

reading of them but looking at them and handling them.48 

Krishna Nehru who was with Nehru and his family in Europe in 1926 noted with 

amazement, the inquisitiveness and observational nature of  Indira when she saw Indira 

listening with great interest and with the air of gravity the conversations and ideas 

exchanged between Nehru and Romain Rolland. Krishna felt that the talk was much too 

deep for a nine-year old girl.49 “But Nehru believed that her being intimately associated 

with eminent men and women, it would do her good. He wanted to expand her outlook, 

in preparation for the kind of role in India’s national life which was assumed to be a 

patriotic duty. Indira seemed to hunger for knowledge and was always very attentive to 

the conversations.”50 Indira also got the opportunity to meet German poet and dramatist 

Ernst Toller and many other Indian exiles who were old revolutionaries, who talked 

ardently for nationalism, and this contacts furthered her education. 

Nehru did not want Indira to do anything secretly or hide anything since the 

desire to hide was the sign of being afraid which he considered it to be a bad thing and 

unworthy of her.51 Therefore he wanted her to be brave as he told her:  ‘If you are 

brave, you will not fear and will not do anything of which you are ashamed.”52 Nehru 

was actually inspiring Indira to be a good soldier for the nation and it must have stirred 

the young mind of Indira and she in fact grew up into a brave soldier in India’s service 

and proved herself worthy to her father by her strong, dynamic leadership and 
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statesmanship later on. Nonetheless, the signs of leadership was already visible in 

Indira, when she showed her leadership ability at the age of twelve when she organized 

her Monkey Army and played a heroic and significant role in the national movement. 

Nehru had always taught his daughter to be courageous and self-reliant and to take all 

risks and dangers in life. So when Indira found Nehru and her family members taking 

an active part in the Salt Satyagraha in 1930, she too wanted to join the Congress Party 

and be a regular and active member of India as Nehru had motivated her to be. But 

since she was too young to join, she decided to do things on her own.  

Indira was successful in mobilizing and rallying behind her, children of the 

neighborhood and addressing them heroically, proposed to set up a children volunteer 

organization to fight for the freedom of the country. They were to be of use to the 

Congress in mysterious ways that she had devised.53 Her organization came to be 

known as Vanar Sena (Monkey Army). Emulating the example of how Hanuman had 

helped Rama and Lakshmana by forming the monkey army of building a bridge to go to 

Lanka by throwing huge rocks into the sea and defeat Ravana and rescue Sita, Indira 

also built a bridge which symbolized the bond of union between children and adults. 

Thousands of children joined her Monkey Army. She gave them rigorous training and 

was able to instill strong patriotic feelings in them. They performed a number of 

functions. They worked as auxiliary to the Congress. They made flags, addressed 

envelopes, served water to the volunteers in processions, nursed the injured and did 

many more work. The more daring youngsters went around sticking up notices of 

meetings and processions when it was dark. “They bravely carried messages, 

information from one group to another in a truly underground system.”54 Looking 
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apparently innocent, they ran in and out of houses surrounded by police about to make 

arrest. The police ignored them, thinking they were just a bunch of inquisitive 

youngsters who merely wanted to see what was happening, but actually the children 

were delivering important instructions from the Congress that they had learned by  

heart.55 Actually Indira had clearly understood the significance of complete 

independence and became committed towards it, when in January 1930, Nehru had 

made Indira to read out the draft resolution on Purna Swaraj (complete Independence) 

in the Lahore session where he was the Congress President. Nehru’s leadership itself 

served as an example to Indira that she displayed such an organizing capability and 

leadership skill in mobilizing children for the cause of the nation. Indira also displayed 

here immense courage and patriotism during the Quit India Movement in 1942, when 

she received lathi blows from the police for holding the national flag aloft. Though she 

fell down bleeding to the ground holding on to the flag, and the police kept on striking 

on her, she continued clutching the flag. Such was the revolutionary zeal instilled in her 

by Nehru that she served as a good soldier for the cause of the nation’s struggle. 

 In 1934 after visiting Rabindranath Tagore at Santiniketan along with Kamala, 

Nehru and Kamala decided to send Indira to Santiniketan. Nehru thought that the 

atmosphere there would be good for Indira and also on account of their uncertainty of 

life due to frequent imprisonment and engagement with political activities and problem 

of future education had been troubling him. He found the atmosphere in Santiniketan 

delightful and thought Indira would enjoy there, learn a great deal and would develop 

rightly there. By studying there Nehru actually wanted Indira: 
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 “to learn from the sufferings, discomforts and misery which surround and wrap up the great 
majority of people; to see the drama of real life; to become akin to a small extent at least with 
the masses; to understand their viewpoint; and to get to know how to work so as to raise them 
and get them out of their misery.”56  

 

 Santiniketan was a center for the study of Indian arts and culture and Nehru told 

Indira that: “Art and culture are very necessary to make a complete man or woman. 

They not only add to the graces of life but give us a view of life as a whole and prevent 

us from becoming narrow one-sided persons.”57 So in this way Nehru wanted Indira to 

learn and understand the many facets of life and in Santiniketan he felt Indira would 

truly develop her personality on that line. Indira too, who initially thought wouldn’t like 

the place was mesmerized by the beauty of the place, but Indira had an eventful stay 

there and she got involved herself in many things which changed her attitude towards 

life and enriched her personality.  

 After Kamala’s death in 1936, Nehru had decided to leave his daughter 

Indira in Europe since he believed that only the discipline of an European education 

would give her the strength and the independence of mind which were necessary in 

order to play a role in public life in India.58 Nehru expressed this desire from his 

daughter in a letter written in December 1938: 

 “Many years ago I used to dream that when you grew up, you would play a brave part in what 
is called public life in India, to shoulder this heavy burden, to help in putting brick upon brick in 
the building of the India of our dreams. And I wanted you to train and fit yourself in body and 
mind for this engrossing task……”59 

 

 Nehru also took Indira along with him to various countries like Czechoslovakia, 

Munich, Geneva, Paris where she came across many diplomats and statesmen which 
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helped her to gain wide experience of men and their affairs and the world at large, 

which in turn helped Indira to cope up and deal with situations tactfully and wisely later 

on when she became the Prime Minister of India. Indira also displayed and exerted her 

stern leadership outside India when she was a student as she ‘was always on the 

forefront to fight oppression wherever she found it’. When she was studying in Oxford 

in London, she actively campaigned for Spain against combined German and Italian 

forces who were kindling a civil war. Early 1941 when Indira was returning home from 

Switzerland after recovering from an illness and travelled by sea, her ship halted in 

Durban for a week.  During her stay, she visited the city and she saw how the Negroes 

lived under the apartheid policy. At first, when Indira was invited to give a speech there 

she refused, but when she saw the wretched condition of the Negroes she was moved by 

it and  delivered a speech, in which she strongly condemned white South Africa’s 

oppression of the black population which she compared to the Nazi racial persecution of 

the Jews. “She also condemned the servile attitude of the Indians towards white South 

Africans and their indifference to the plight of the black majority.”60 She told the local 

Indians, “You must come to an understanding with the Africans because it may not be 

today, it may be ten or twenty years, but it is they who will rule the country. And then 

what will your descendants do?”61 This again undoubtedly reflected the courageous and 

fearful spirit instilled in Indira by her father Nehru, in fighting for a cause.  

 By and large, it can be seen that after Nehru became Prime Minister of 

independent India in 1947, the impact he left of his leadership on India and the world 

and contributions to the various fields of his activity again made Indira to learn another 

aspect of her father’s personality which served as an inspiration to her and also helped 
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her to gain exposure and wide experience of the affairs of the country and the world that 

led her to the path of dynamic leadership and statesmanship. During his Prime 

Ministership period (1947-1964), Nehru moved into the Teen Murti House which was 

ably managed by Indira. The Nehru household was managed with thrift and discipline 

under her efficient direction and supervision. Since now Teen Murti became a centre of 

politics and government Indira gradually gained knowledge in the working of the Indian 

Parliamentary system. In a short period of time, Indira developed a keen political 

insight and gained an uncanny ability to judge people and situations. By the early fifties 

she emerged to be a strong and powerful woman and she became someone to be 

reckoned with in the political structure. This clearly showed that Nehru was able to 

exercise his influence on her political thinking and was able to train her politically for 

the future political role of the country. Indira occupied important positions in the office. 

In 1955 she became a member of the Congress Working Committee. In 1958 she was 

elevated to her father’s place as a member of the Congress Parliamentary Board. She 

also became the President of the Allahabad Congress Committee and All India Youth 

Congress. In 1958 she also became the President of the Congress Women’s Convention. 

In 1959 she was made the President of the Indian National Congress.  

 Apart from acting as a hostess to Nehru at home, from 1948 onwards Indira 

started to accompany her father abroad and in this way the great world opened up to 

her. As she used her role at home as hostess to sharpen her political awareness she use 

her role abroad to observe the unfolding and strengthening of Nehru’s foreign policy 

which in the 1950s  earned him the stature of a world figure and made India the voice of 

resurgent Asia.62 In this way, under Nehru’s leadership, Indira came to understand the 
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world affairs deeply which also trained her in her future role when she herself became 

the First Woman Prime Minister of the country.  

 Under Nehru’s able guidance and leadership, Indira’s mind, temperament, 

leadership traits was moulded and built in such a way that Indira came to reflect her 

father in various ways on many occasions. During the freedom struggle period Nehru 

had recognized the important part the youths could play in freeing the country of the 

British rule and establish a better and happier society. Indira during her association with 

the Youth Congress which had been formed in 1952, had come to realize the role youth 

could play in the nation-building and formulated her socio-political philosophy. During 

an address at the Youth Congress at Baroda on November 21, 1958, Indira “coalesced 

her beliefs, compounded at that mixture of revolutionary fervor and restraint that was to 

mark her politically like her father, as an implacable democrat, and personally, again 

like her father, as an unconventional and imaginative human being.”63 Acting as 

Nehru’s hostess, confidante, Indira had gained wide experience in the political affairs of 

the country and foreign affairs, that she was able to built a niche for herself in the 

Congress politics which ultimately led her to guide the destiny of the country when she 

became the Prime Minister of India. One British man remarked that, “The penumbra of 

a celebrated father has upheld her, stimulated her, perhaps inspired her; in the end it has 

not overshadowed her.”64 

 Again, under Nehru’s Premiership the Five Year Plan was initiated which saw 

the beginning of industrial and agricultural projects in India. Nehru himself personally 

visited the sites for the new projects and also took part at corner-laying ceremonies. It is 
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said that Indira also visited the projects and was able to observe how they were 

transforming the country. Krishna Hutheesing seeing the influence of Nehru on Indira 

stated: “The continuing planning process and the expansion in agriculture and industry 

were a token of her father’s faith in India’s destiny- and they inspired her to strive for 

the ideals her father worked for.”65 

 Therefore it could be seen that Indira’s personality was indeed shaped by 

Nehru’s charismatic leadership, guidance and training as a result of which Indira was 

transformed into a strong personality and a great leader and statesman. Nehru became 

the shaping force in her personal and political life in her future. Indira also lived out to 

her father’s dream and she was again in turn able to exercise a great deal of influence 

over her father as is evident from various occasions. In fact, she proved to be a great 

confidante, advisor to Nehru at the time when he was guiding the destiny of the country. 

 

NEHRU’S CHARISMATIC LEADERSHIP APPEAL ON OTHER WOMEN 

 

 The way Nehru inspired large number of women and drew them to his side was 

almost miraculous. Therefore Nehru’s charismatic leadership appeal was felt by other 

women too, some of whom were his political comrades who worked shoulder to 

shoulder with him. Here the study of some of the leading women personalities of his 

time who had come under his impact have been taken.  

 Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya, a freedom fighter, a Socialist and a strong political 

comrade of Nehru also came under the powerful influence of Nehru. According to 
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Kamaladevi: “Pandit Nehru was a many-sided personality of myriad facets, with a 

versatile an penetrating mind ranging over may fields of knowledge, and intimately 

attracted to a variety of things.”66 Her first close association with Nehru was during her 

visit to Anand Bhawan. There she observed the heated arguments between Motilal 

Nehru and Jawaharlal at the dinner table which was “very penetrating and politically 

most revealing”67 to her. Motilal Nehru was a towering personality, but she was struck 

by the way how Nehru used to hold up in the discussion in a very befitting and dignified 

manner without affecting his father’s ego. Moreover Motilal also did not try to impose 

his will and overshadow his son’s personality. This was one important aspect of 

Nehru’s character which appealed to her very much. She was also impressed by the 

home environment of Nehru which was instrumental in moulding his personality. 

Though he was a son of a leading stalwart of the time, yet Kamaladevi observed that in 

course of time Nehru was able to carve out a “marked place for himself with his own 

individual stamp.”68 Another trait of Nehru which impressed Kamaladevi when they 

used to go out on tours was his “simple habits, with a minimum of needs.”69 He did not 

try to be big burden on anyone. Therefore Kamaladevi came to learn from her 

experience with Nehru that he attained the position he did was due to hard work and a 

severely disciplined routine.70 Therefore Kamaladevi had the opportunity to work at 

close quarters with Nehru, as a result of which she understood the various traits of his 

personality and she also came under his charismatic influence. 

 Nehru had great leadership qualities and the zeal to work towards the 

achievement of set objective. In fact the several tours which he undertook and the 

speeches which he delivered were inspiring and educative. Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya 
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described how Nehru’s organizing capability and the zeal to work hard had left a deep 

impression on her mind. She writes,  

“I had occasion to accompany Pandit Nehru on a few tours largely to popularize the activities of 
the Seva Dal. I had found these tours both stimulating as also educative. He was well organized 
as a person, could concentrate to write a memo, draft a resolution, anything serious that needed 
urgent attention even in the midst of the hurricane travels he could for instance sit down no 
matter how late the hour before he retired for the night to accomplish whatever he felt had to be 
done. I marveled at this capacity of his to concentrate.”71  

 

 Working in close association with Nehru especially during election tours, 

Kamaladevi was able to observe the various facets of his leadership which impressed 

her deeply.She especially liked the dramatic scenes which Nehru often used to display 

during his speech as this added zest and spice that drew the crowd towards him. 

Another unique thing she observed in Nehru and was attracted towards it was the 

natural trait in his leadership. She did not find Nehru to be as flamboyant orator like 

other political leaders.72 Kamaladevi found Nehru’s demeanour to be unpredictable and 

often misleading which often confused people. Sometimes he would remain aloof and 

sometimes he would act haughty and petulant which would make people uncomfortable 

and resentful. But Kamaldevi remarked: “before long however, these unpalatable 

reactions would melt away. A brilliant smile suffusing his whole face would disarm 

you. He could speak in soft caressing voice, and fill the air with an unexpected touch of 

gentleness.”73 So therefore Kamaladevi was fascinated by this multi-faceted personality 

of Nehru and this was likely to have left a deep impress on her mind.  

 In 1930, when the Congress, the nation and Kamaladevi too were awaiting for 

the line of action which Gandhi was to take for Civil Disobedience, everybody was 
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bewildered to hear the plan of Salt Satyagraha. Kamaladevi could not well comprehend 

with Gandhi’s plan of action and was “unable to equate a national struggle with 

common salt.”74 Nehru trying to instill confidence in Kamaladevi’s mind about the 

mission of Gandhi told her, “You have to yet to learn his ways. We cannot always grasp 

his ideas in their entirety. But rest assured there is a method in what people think is 

madness.”75 In this way, when uncertainty and confusion had engulfed Kamaladevi’s 

mind, Nehru played a vital role in raising her spirits and made her understand the 

Gandhian way. 

 Kamaladevi was again inspired by the fearless and humanitarian spirit of 

Nehru’s personality which also encouraged Kamaladevi in her political and social 

activities. She recollects in her Memoirs that how after independence, when Delhi was 

engulfed in serious communal riots, “Pandit Nehru was often seen dashing into these 

turmoils, which provided the greatest moral boost.” 76 During this turbulent period, 

Nehru worked tirelessly and tried to keep the concept of secularism intact, and the sprit 

with which he fought with desperation towards it reflected his strong leadership acumen 

and capability. This boosted the morale of Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya to also follow 

the footsteps of Nehru to combat communalism and work towards the rehabilitation of 

the uprooted families of partition, obviously from Pakistan. 

 Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, another political comrade of Nehru was also very much 

attracted to the personality and leadership of Nehru. They had been acquainted with 

each other when they were young, which developed into strong friendship as time 

passed by and became partners in the freedom struggle and again worked together in 
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Nehru’s Cabinet after independence. Amrit Kaur’s admiration for Nehru can be 

described in her writings where she wrote: 

“I have therefore known him as an attractive youth with the marked impress on him of Harrow 
and Cambridge, later as an ardent fighter for India’s political freedom, imbued with all the 
enthusiasm and vigour and idealism which have not deserted him even today, and then as Prime 
Minister of free India with the additional relationship of a colleague of his Cabinet for ten 
years.” 77  

 
 Inspite of her association with Nehru, Amrit Kaur found Nehru to be a difficult 

person to understand. She perceived him more as an artist and thinker, than a politician. 

But again seeing Nehru’s dedication for the cause of the nation and a different version 

of his personality as she herself describes:  

“His integrity of purpose, his unfailing devotion to duty, his ability to work for an ideal 
without counting the cost, his complete freedom from any racial or religious prejudice, 
his sensitive nature which appreciates beauty, whether of the arts, his loyalty to friends, 
his facile and enchanting pen, his love of women and children, his courageous, 
adventurous and ever youthful spirit, his love of truth, his freedom from malice, and his 
tender-hearted and very affectionate nature.”78  

 
 Moreover she found Nehru not only good looking, but also highly intelligent 

and he channelized his intelligent mind in a purposeful way which helped him to gain 

wider knowledge, and this was absolutely necessary for a leader of not only India but 

also of the world. Though Nehru was born in a wealthy and aristocratic family, yet this 

did not make him blind towards the plight of millions of poor in this country. He was 

fully concerned for the welfare of the people irrespective of caste, community and 

identity. This multi-faceted personality of Nehru attracted Amrit Kaur and this drew her 

closer to Nehru and she worked in close association and dedication in Nehru’s Cabinet. 
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Getting to work with Nehru very closely, she was again able to observe and understand 

both the inner and outer exposition of Nehru’s overall personality that she wrote:  

“I can truly say that during my ten years of work with him as minister in his Cabinet, I found 
these qualities of head and heart help him rise again and again above party politics and narrow 
prejudices. Speaking of help in my own difficult task, I had the utmost sympathy, understanding 
and strong support from him.” 79  

  
 Therefore the aura of Nehru’s innovative and charismatic leadership and 

personality was a great motivating factor for Amrit Kaur who was able to perform the 

task of nation buiding along with Nehru with zest and confidence. She was greatly 

inspired by Nehru’s, “quick and favourable reaction to new ideas provided these were 

likely to serve the poor and needy.”80  

 Nehru’s love to serve others has been a natural trait of his character. Amrit Kaur 

acknowledged that it was because of Nehru’s liberal support that the Contributory 

Health Service Scheme could be passed. She was greatly touched and impressed by 

Nehru’s cause for the suffering humanity, which she said was, ‘genuine and not merely 

a political slogan’.81 Moreover since Nehru had the deep urge to do right, so it was 

because of his efforts that most of the social reforms were passed and it got a place in 

the Statute Book. Amrit Kaur therefore remarked, “I therefore loved working for and 

with him.” These remarkable and dynamic qualities of Nehru’s leadership and humanist 

outlook, no doubt had made a deep imprint in the minds of Amrit Kaur who chose to 

work hand in hand with Nehru during the freedom struggle and after independence in 

his Cabinet. 
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 Aruna Asaf Ali, another great woman freedom fighter was endowed with 

indomitable courage, a transcendent love for the motherland, total devotion to the cause 

of equality, justice and freedom, willingness to suffer and make every sacrifice. Such a 

courageous and a devout freedom fighter had also come under the captivating influence 

and charm of Nehru’s leadership and the glorious part he played in the freedom 

struggle. She admired his courage and idealism, his crusade against every form of social 

reaction and injustice which had given meaning in everyone’s life. From Jawaharlal 

Nehru, she had gained sense of history and acquired the scientific spirit, above all, the 

scientific socialism.82  She had got the first glimpse of Nehru at the Lahore session of 

the Congress on January 1929. Recording her experience with Nehru, she wrote,  

“Whether he reacted angrily or tenderly, whether irritated or sympathetic, my meetings with 
Jawaharlalji used to be the most rewarding experience of a day usually full of hindrances and 
difficulties. I wonder if anyone else anywhere in the world who was as great and important as 
he undoubtedly was, could be so easily accessible to ordinary people.”83 

 
 Since she had the opportunity to work at close quarters with Nehru, she was 

very well aware of Nehru’s many attributes. She had seen how Nehru used to get 

annoyed beyond measure and would rebuke men and women of little faith and courage 

in not being able to face the world fearlessly. Nehru was likely to have instilled the 

spirit of courage and fearlessness in Aruna Asaf Ali. Aruna herself acknowledged that 

she agreed more with Nehru’s approach than also of Gandhi’s and though the heart led 

her towards Gandhi, her head led her towards Nehru.84 During the thirties onwards 

Aruna Asaf Ali along with many other groups of men and women came under the 

“Nehru spell” and they were eager to think and act along lines indicated by Nehru, 

echoing his thoughts, identifying themselves with him than any other individual.85 In 
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this way Aruna Asaf Ali was drawn by the magnetic personality and charisma of Nehru 

and followed his path of continuous struggle against imperialism.  

 Aruna Asaf Ali gave a good account of herself during the Quit India Movement. 

In its Quit India Resolution passed on 8th August 1942 at the Bombay session of the 

Congress, Gandhi had given the slogan of “Do or Die” in its fight against the British 

rule. However with the arrest of the prominent Congress leaders, including Gandhi, the 

movement before it could start at a large scale, crisis arose. Thereupon Aruna Asaf Ali, 

Achyut Patwardhan, Sucheta Kripalini, Ram Manohar Lohia took upon the 

responsibility of organizing and directing the masses. Aruna Asaf Ali herself recorded 

the underground activities undertaken during the Quit India Movement against the 

British rule and the active role she played in it. Though the underground activities 

undertaken by the revolutionaries went against the Gandhian principles, yet Aruna Asaf 

Ali along with her comrades felt that mere going to jail was not a befitting reply to the 

reign of terror to which the British had resorted to, and went on underground to 

organize the people’s resistance to the British rulers and to dislocate the war efforts. In a 

pamphlet entitled ‘ABC of Dislocation,’ they said: “Sabotage is ….. not the only 

programme….nor is it an end itself. We should always bear in mind that our object is to 

bring about a mass uprising.”86 They also came up with a Congress Radio in Bombay 

with the help of some young entrepreneurs and technologists and with it defied and 

countered the British ruler’s propaganda disseminated by British-controlled All India 

Radio. 
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 Inspite of Gandhi’s repeated advice to Aruna Asaf Ali to surrender, she 

continued to lead a life of a fugitive revolutionary. Since she felt that it was under these 

circumstances that they had taken a resolve that as long as they were alive, they would 

not shut up in the prisons of the enemy. So she remained underground evading arrest, 

which also had an impact on her health. Though some Gandhians kept themselves away 

from the underground activists during and after the Quit India Movement, yet as Aruna 

Asaf Ali remarked ‘neither Gandhi nor Jawaharlal Nehru disowned us’. In fact Nehru, 

following the year after he was released from jail on 15 June 1945 and while Aruna 

Asaf Ali was still underground, Nehru openly expressed his support to her activities and 

termed her as one of India’s brave woman. He had full faith in her activities and he felt 

that whatever she was doing would not be wasted and would bear fruit. It would leave 

its impression on her countrymen.”87 This confidence of Nehru on Aruna Asaf Ali must 

have certainly boosted her and encouraged and motivated her to carry on with the 

struggle with greater enthusiasm since she was convinced that Nehru had not really 

disapproved of their acts of revolt against imperialist Britain.88  

 Nehru’s personality and leadership was such that Aruna Asaf Ali pointed out 

that inspite of her differences of opinion and arguments with him, it did not affect their 

cordial relationship. On one occasion when Aruna Asaf Ali being outraged at the 

Congress acceptance of the partition of the country, expressed her anguish in a series of 

articles in Janata, which was later published in book form in 1947 by Achyut 

Patwardhan, Aruna Asaf Ali wrote: “Jawaharlal contributed a foreword which was not 

only generous to me personally but showed his extraordinary capacity for sympathetic 

understanding of those who different from him.”89 Even after independence, inspite of 
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her Socialiast orientation, she met Nehru invariably in connection with incidents and 

events relating to social and political developments. Writing about Nehru’s warm and 

appealing personality she states, “Even though Nehru did not play a direct part in 

providing day-to-day guidance to her activities, she always got the impression that not 

only did he hear her patiently and indulgently, but she sensed sometimes in his silences 

and by the way he looked that he approved of her actions.”90 Such a warm and 

appealing personality of Nehru did leave a deep impress in the minds of Aruna Asaf 

Ali.  

 Another occasion when Aruna Asaf Ali looked upon Nehru’s leadership for 

guidance was at the time of the outbreak of the famous Royal Indian Navy mutiny in 

February 1946. The Indian naval ratings went on a strike in protest against the 

discriminatory treatment relating to inequality in the scale of pay, allowances, food and 

racial discrimination to that of the English seamen. Regarding their demand as 

legitimate, Aruna Asaf Ali advised them to conduct their strike in a co-ordinated, 

disciplined and dignified manner and display solidarity in order to ensure that the strike 

would conclude successfully. But unfortunately the strike situation worsened as the 

mutineers hoisted the Indian tricolor flags on their ships and marched through the 

Bombay streets in open revolt. The mill hands in Bombay also struck work in order to 

show their sympathy and support with the naval ratings. The British troops resorted to 

firing to disperse the violent mob. Realizing that the situation was out of control, 

“Aruna Asaf Ali sent a telegram to Nehru asking him to visit Bombay and thus save the 

naval strike from heading towards the climax.” Nehru as soon as he learnt about the 

serious mutiny in Bombay, cancelled his election engagement and rushed straight away 
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to Bombay. This again showed that since Aruna Asaf Ali had faith and confidence in 

the leadership of Nehru, she approached him at the time of crisis. Sardar Patel charged 

Socialist, notably Aruna Asaf Ali for inciting the revolt and wanted to restrain them 

from taking such course of action in future. But Nehru prevented him from using, “the 

stick against the socialist. In Nehru’s eyes they were first-rate nationalists, no matter 

how irresponsible and misguided.”91 Aruna’s Socialist principles and her activities 

might have also appealed to Nehru as he showed his support and sympathy towards her 

actions. He was also attracted by her challenging personality and admired her 

courageous fight for India’s freedom, and moreover since she was a woman and 

daughter of India fighting for a cause, this struck him even more. 

 The effect of the amazing  personality of Nehru’s leadership was also felt by V 

Samanth, who was one of the great admirers and followers of the former. She worked 

under the guidance of Nehru as Medical Superintendent in Kamala Nehru Hospital for 

twenty years which provided her the opportunity to work in close association with 

Nehru. She writes that when Nehru addressed the youth leaguers at Blavatsky Hall in 

Bombay, how she had been captivated by his personality and his slogan: “Who lives if 

India dies and who dies if India lives?” 92 She stated further that: “He was our idol-

political as well as personal-and we teenagers adored him.” While she was studying in 

G.S. Medical College, she wrote, Nehru addressed them and she writes that “his fiery 

oratory swept us off our feet.”93 Nehru’s impact on V. Samant was so great that though 

she was out of politics for few years the ‘Nehru glamour’ continued to enchant her and 

it was due to Nehru’s charisma that she joined the Kamala Nehru Hospital, though her 

family, friends did not want her to join the post. Glorifying the outstanding personality 
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of Nehru, V.Samant wrote, “During the twenty years I came into close contact with 

Panditji, I gradually discovered the multi-faceted and multi-dimensional personality of a 

rare and remarkable human being.” This shows the powerful impact of Nehru’s 

charisma on a woman, who was inspired to work for the cause of the country and 

contribute towards the building of a society and a nation. 

 Ramdulari Sinha, a young freedom fighter during the time of the national 

movement, also came under the impact of the powerful personality of Nehru. Paying 

tribute for the commemoration of the Jawaharlal Nehru Centenary in 1989, Ramdulari 

Sinha while highlighting the resplendent personality of Nehru, also narrated how she 

admired him and also came under his influence. She first saw Nehru when she was only 

seven years old when Nehru had come to her hometown in Goplaganj in Bihar. During 

the meeting held with Nehru, the Congress leaders insisted her to sing a song. But she 

felt extremely shy and was awed by the presence of the distinguished guest and large 

audience. However due to the encouragement of Kamala Nehru, who had accompanied 

Nehru in the meeting, she was able to sing a popular patriotic song of those days in 

praise of Nehru. When the crowd again insisted on a second song, she remained 

undecided. It was during that time that Nehru leaned forward and patted her on her 

shoulders as a gesture of encouragement and she sang another song. After the song, 

there was a huge thundering applause from the audience and Ramdulari could see how 

Nehru and Kamala were the loudest in their clapping. Nehru’s gesture of 

encouragement changed her perception towards him completely and from that moment 

onwards she shed her awe for the great leader Nehru, and began to admire, adore and 

respect him profoundly. Ramdulari remembers another occasion when Nehru again 
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supported her which left a deep impress on her mind.  It was during the AICC meeting 

in Bombay in 1946 when she and Aruna Asaf Ali outspoke on some aspects of the 

elections to the Constituent Assembly, many members of the Congress Working 

Committee expressed their disappointment at the severity of their attack. When Nehru 

rose up to speak, Ramdulari feared that Nehru would reprimand them heavily. But to 

her surprise Nehru expressed his satisfaction by remarking: “I am very impressed by the 

very brave speeches delivered by two ladies. Although I do not agree with whatever 

they have said, still I appreciate the courage and bravery with which they have 

spoken.”94 Later Nehru again wrote in a similar vein to a colleague about the speech, “I 

was very favourably impressed by the very brave speech which Mrs. Ram Dulari Sinha 

delivered at the AICC session. I did not agree with all she said; but that makes little 

difference. I am sure she will make good if she persists and will be an acquisition to our 

national movement.” 95 It can be seen that apart from just being a statesman, Nehru also 

served to inspire and encourage people in their endeavour and in Ram Dulari’s life, it is 

very likely that he proved to be the greatest source of moral inspiration and 

encouragement as she shined brilliantly in her career later on. She became the Member 

of first Bihar Assembly in 1953, Member of Parliament in 1962, held Cabinet portfolio 

and also served as Governor of Kerala. Later on Ramdulari’s achievements, Nehru 

remarked, “I always had great expectations about women like Ram Dulari Sinha and 

Aruna Asaf Ali as valuable assets to our country. I am gratified that my hopes have 

been justified.” 

 Another woman, who maintained close relation and deeply linked up and 

worked in close association with Nehru and was also drawn to his attractive personality 
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and admired his eventful years as Prime Minsiter, was Renuka Ray. She had also taken 

part in the Indian freedom struggle and had been committed to the women’s cause. She 

was the first Indian woman to be appointed a member of the Central Legislative 

Assembly in 1943. She was Minister in charge of Refugee and Rehabilitation in Bidhan 

Roy’s Cabinet in West Bengal between 1952-1957. 

 Renuka Ray came to know Nehru closely when she was member of the 

Constituent Assembly. As she said: “In my contact with Panditji during those years I 

was able to get a true picture of the man behind the leader.”96 She was struck by his 

sincerity and deep devotion to the country’s cause. Not only this, she admired his truly 

democratic nature as he could not go against the majority opinion. Justifying the 

democrat in Nehru, Renuka Ray reminiscences the major incident, that was the Chinese 

aggression which took place in September 1968 where India lost a part of her territory 

to China. Krishna Menon, who was the Minister of Defence then, was held responsible 

for the defeat of India. Some of the members of the Congress Parliamentary Committee 

and Parliament wanted Krishna Menon to resign. Renuka Ray, then a member of the 

Congress Parliamentary Party executive committee, who had always supported Nehru’s 

forward looking policies, joined hands with those in the executive committee who voted 

against the dismissal of Krishna Menon, whose actions had led to the humiliation of 

India.97 Here Nehru showed his true spirit as a democrat since he accepted the verdict of 

the large majority and asked Krishna Menon to resign. Renuka Ray appreciated and was 

fascinated by this democratic spirit of Nehru and how he functioned as a true democrat 

in a democratic country. The charismatic flavour of Nehru again appealed to Renuka 

Ray when she was struck to see how Nehru had been able to raise the stature of India 
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“in the international world by zealously carrying out an independent ‘non-aligned’ 

foreign policy.” Again seeing Nehru’s staunch support for the cause of equal legal 

rights for women, Renuka Ray was vocal on the issue of the Hindu Code Bill and 

strongly supported Nehru in passing the Hindu Code Bill. Therefore as Renuka Ray 

acknowledging Panditji for his contribution remarked: 

“I personally owe him a deep debt of gratitude, as do many others, for the guidance and 
inspiration he gave us during the formative stage after Independence, particularly in the 
Constituent Assembly days and in Parliament during the two decades when India strode forward 
at a rapid pace, to overcome the ills of generations of foreign rule. He….was also a singularly 
perceptive man and many of us owe a debt of gratitude to Panditji for his gentle kindness during 
times of affliction and grief.”98 

 

 Mrinalini Sarabhai, famous Indian dancer and wife of the Indian scientist 

Vikram Sarabhai also recollects how she admired Nehru profoundly. The first time she 

met Nehru was during dinner at Nehru’s house and reminiscencing the first visit she 

stated: “It was the totality of his personality that struck me that night, a feeling of 

extraordinarily fine man, who had a luminous quality about him that was both gentle 

and powerful.”99 Jawaharlal Nehru also appreciated deeply her dancing talents. When 

she first presented a Kathakali dance for Nehru, Nehru praising her work remarked: 

“You have given new life to our ancient traditions. That’s what we need.”100 Mrinalini 

was greatly touched by Nehru’s kindness and consideration, the warmth that emanated 

from him and his respect and appreciation for the Indian culture. To Mrinalini Sarabhai 

he was a hero-figure whom she admired immensely. This again reflects the impact of 

the magnetic influence of Nehru’s personality on woman. 
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 The magnetism of Nehru’s leadership was not only felt by the women at home, 

but also beyond the country. One such leading personality of the world who was 

attracted to the warm and appealing personality of Nehru was Madame Sun Yat-sen 

whose original name was Soong Ching Ling. Soong Ching Ling was wife of Sun Yat-

sen, leader of the 1911 Revolution that had established the Republic of China. She was 

also sister of Madame Chiang Kai-shek. Nehru had met Ching Ling in the 1920s in 

Moscow, and he had described her as “that gracious lady who had been the flame and 

soul of the Chinese Revolution ever since the Father of the Revolution passed away.”101 

During that time he had met her only for a “brief half-hour”, but he was struck by her 

personality that he cherished the wish to meet her again and “in letters to his sister too, 

he wrote of how much he had been strike by Soong Ching Ling”102 In a letter dated 27 

December, 1938, Nehru expressing his innermost satisfaction on meeting Madame Sun 

Yat-sen, he wrote: “It is over 11 years ago that I had the privilege of meeting you for a 

shortwhile in Moscow, but I have carried ever since a vivid and delightful memory of 

that meeting.”103 

 However it was only in the middle of the 1950s that they could meet again, 

when “Nehru as India’s Prime Minister visited Beijing and Soong Ching Ling as Vice 

Chairperson of the People’s Republic of China visited India.”104 During that interim 

period they had corresponded with each other through letters, which sought to motivate 

each other. In one of the letters written by Nehru to Soong Ching Ling, he had 

acknowledged that the photograph of herself and Dr. Sun Yat-sen which she had sent 

had been his treasured possession.105  
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 During the war years (Second world war) when China had been resisting 

Japanese aggression, Nehru always showed his sympathy and solidarity towards 

China’s cause. He would closely follow with great interest the situation in China. 

Expressing to Madame Sun Yat-sen his deepest desire to be of real help for China’s 

cause, he wrote: “…… we have had innumerable great demonstrations in favour of the 

Chinese people, and the whole of India has felt at one with them in their hour of 

trial.”106 Nehru showed his fullest faith in China’s future and he was confident that 

China would triumph over her difficulties. Nehru’s concern and positive approach 

towards China’s problems reflected in his correspondence with Madame Sun Yat-sen 

was likely to have boosted her morale as she also expressed her gratitude and 

comradeship to Nehru. In fact both Nehru and Madame Sun Yat-sen had the greatest 

sympathy for the cause of each other’s country. 

 When Japan occupied Shanghai in 1937 Madame Sun Yat-sen shifted her 

activities to Hong Kong where she established the Chinese Defence League whose main 

work was to supply medical and other relief aid to the fighting fronts in China. The 

League had both Chinese and foreign members and the League served as a base for her 

extensive activity.107 Since Madame Sun Yat-sen confided on Nehru on her country’s 

problems as is evident from the letters she wrote to Nehru, she also asked Nehru for 

sending medical reliefs to China from India and she also suggested the establishment of 

the China Defence League in India too. Not only this, she also invited Nehru to be 

sponsor of the League. Nehru acknowledged and “gladly accepted honorary 

membership as a symbol of India’s solidarity with the Chinese people in their heroic 

struggle for freedom.”108 Thus, such was the exceptional character and leadership of 



136	
	

Nehru which appealed to Madame Sun Yat-sen that she confided on him on matters 

pertaining to her country.    

 Madame Chiang Kai-shek, one of the most skilled diplomat and statesmen of the 

world, and a political comrade of her husband Chiang Kai-shek who guided his political 

activities, was also greatly struck by the personality of Nehru and Nehru was equally 

charmed by her pleasing and intelligent personality. Nehru’s visit with the Chiangs in 

1939 had led to the development of a special friendship with Chinese leaders and 

especially with Madame Chiang Kai-shek “whose subsequent bubbly letters to the India 

leader had the air of a schoolgirl crush.”109 She looked upon Nehru as a strong 

confidante and she also played an important role in keeping the spirits of Nehru high in 

his fight against the British Government by her encouraging letters to him. Madame 

Chiang Kai-shek began to hold Nehru in high esteem deeply and began to admire him 

even more after she read his autobiography, which she could do because of her enforced 

stay in bed due to illness, as is evident from the letter which she wrote to him on August 

20, 1940 where she said:  

“Now I really feel that I know you because I have had the opportunity to listen quietly and 
thoughtfully to the promptings of your heart throughout your heroic struggle for the liberation 
of your country. It is a great document-your book…… so humanly moving that it well deserved 
to be ranked amongst the great documents of all ages.”110  

 

 Apart from the towering personalities of both Nehru and Madame Chiang Kai- 

shek and their attraction for each other, the common cause of both China and India also 

made both of them to rely on each other more as can be discerned from the letter she 

wrote to Nehru on 16 January, 1941 where she wrote: “The Generalissimo and I both 
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felt that our spirits and yours met in perfect harmony, and because of our common 

purpose and aspirations, you are a real comrade.”111 

 She constantly assured Nehru that inspite of her pressing engagements, 

problems and illness, he and India were constantly in her thoughts. Nehru is likely to 

have felt at ease from the way Madame Chiang Kai-shek soothed his spirits when he 

was going through turbulent times on account of his frequent incarceration and fight 

against British Government. A letter written by her to Nehru on January 16, 1941 again 

shows her concern and moral support for Nehru when he was in prison. She wrote: 

“Since then I have thought of you constantly and wished…. I could do something for 

you and India. As you wrote, time cannot be judged by days. I feel as though you were-

and you are- a dear old friend.”112  Therefore Madame Chiang Kai-shek served as a 

continuous source of inspiration not only to Nehru but also to the Indian nation. 

 Edwina Mountbatten, the wife of Lord Louis Mountbatten, the last Viceroy of 

India, was another foreign lady who came under the strong and powerful impact of the 

charismatic and many-splendoured personality of Jawaharlal Nehru. She was struck by 

his highly dignified appearance and ways, fine character and active temperament, 

sagacity and high sense of honour in Nehru. They shared a ‘natural and uninhibited 

affinity with each other.’ Since Partition of the country, they had worked together on 

relief and welfare policy and they had become good friends and this friendship 

remained so for fourteen years. Apart from this Edwina in the course of working with 

Nehru amongst the refugees got inspiration from him as she remarked, “He has been an 

inspiration to the doctors and nurses, to the welfare workers, and to the refugees 
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themselves. I shall always remember the help and courage and the wise counsel he gave 

to me and to my colleagues at all times.”113 

  It is said that a fortnight after Independence day, Edwina had suddenly come to 

realize that she had become very fond of Nehru.114 She saw his many unique traits 

which strongly fascinated her towards Nehru and led to the development of strong 

friendship, adoration and fondness for him. Edwina was an intelligent and wise woman, 

but since Nehru’s charisma attracted her so much that “her analysis was skewed by her 

unshakeable belief that all Nehru said and did must be right.” Such was the charisma of 

Nehru.”115  

 Edwina deeply observed and understood the many facets of Nehru’s personality. 

She saw how sensitive and concerned Nehru was for the welfare of the people. In one of 

the occasions in September 1947, Edwina and Amrit Kaur heard late night that Nehru 

had gone out in the night in the riot stricken place in Delhi. They searched for him in 

the dark streets and saw him standing by a roadside calming a crowd of angry men 

armed with knives.116 The duty which Nehru was seen performing as a ‘man’ reflected 

his courageous and reckless spirit and this greatly attracted Edwina. This manly and 

daring spirit of Nehru was certainly a point of attraction for Edwina. 

 The relationship between Nehru and Edwina deepened by May 1948 when 

Nehru had gone to the retreat in Mashobra with the Mountbatten family. As they spent 

their time climbing through the orchards along the terraced hillside, walking among ‘the 

old wooden houses of Shimla’, admiring the beautiful snow capped mountains and 

clear, bright sky117, both of them discovered each other during this short period of time. 
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As Edwina wrote in her diary: “…. A fascinating heart to heart with J.N.”118 While 

spending time together, she could observe Nehru’s sensitive and sympathetic mind, his 

melancholy, his many fine traits that she was pulled by his charm and grace.   She felt 

comfortable in his company and she talked about herself freely to Nehru. Edwina could 

feel that while conversing with Nehru, he understood everything about her. Edwina 

deeply admired this attention and thoughtfulness which Nehru showed to her and she 

started to trust Nehru more and confide in him and rely on him for the rest of her life. 

After parting from the blissful retreat, Edwina wrote to Nehru saying: “….you have left 

me with a strange sense of peace and happiness.”119 It seems likely that, Nehru had 

exercised his hypnotic influence over Edwina so profoundly that she started to express 

her innermost feelings to Nehru.  

 A true friendship cannot be built and also cannot endure without understanding 

between each other. But Nehru and Edwina understood each other so well, so deeply 

that each other felt solace and happiness in each other’s company. Edwina would often 

forget her fatigue and illness whenever she met Nehru and a sense of exhilaration crept 

into her whenever she was with him. To substantiate this feeling of Edwina, it may be 

worthwhile to mention her reminiscences while on a drive with Nehru through the hills 

to the airfield she wrote: “the long and fascinating talk we had….including our views on 

religion and spiritual values…. I felt a little sick after coming fast along part of the road 

where it was twisty but I rose above it, so enchanted….”120  

 Eighteen months in India had taught Edwina a lot of the country and most of all 

Nehru. There were many other great leaders in India, but it was Nehru’s personality that 
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drew her to him. Nehru left an indelible mark on Edwina which she could never erase or 

forget throughout her life. She felt immensely sad to leave Nehru and go back to 

England for she had become so deeply attached towards him. The feeling of attachment 

and adoration towards him was so deep, that when Nehru presented her a ancient coin 

as a farewell gift, she attached to her bracelet. The gifts which Nehru and Edwina gave 

to each other symbolized their love and devotion towards each other. Moreover only a 

good and a true friend would understand one’s feelings and help him or her to express 

her or his suppressed feelings so that it could bring relief to him or her. So Edwina 

learnt from Nehru how to speak about her feelings and she thanked him for this with all 

her heart.121  

 After she left India she remained homesick for India. Nehru’s letters were all 

that she desired since it brought solace and a sense of peace and happiness to her. But 

here again Nehru trying to restrain her emotion, making her realize about one’s duty 

and how to live peacefully in each other’s absence wrote: “I am convinced that we have 

to function in our respective orbits, or else either or both of us will lose our roots and 

feel terribly unhappy.”122 This again reflects how Nehru guided and controlled 

Edwina’s emotions so that distance between them did not disturb her mentally and 

psychologically and that she could be in full control of herself. Only a person who is 

very closely attached with somebody can understand and have control over the other 

person’s feelings and sentiments. Nehru perfectly fitted in Edwina’s life as her friend, 

philosopher and guide and Nehru occupied a very special place in her life that her life 

revolved around him. Not only this, Edwina must also have been impressed to see how 

Nehru was concerned for her and took extra care of her in spite of staying far away 
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from each other. As Edwina’s biographer informs that Nehru used to bring Edwina 

sugar from America (when it was rationed in Britain), mangoes from India, cigarettes 

from Egypt and chocolates that had been given to him by the Arab League.123 Their 

friendship and adoration for each other was a manifestation of their inner attraction 

 For Edwina “India and Nehru, Nehru and India: in her mind and her heart they 

were intertwined.”124 Edwina’s fascination and love for India, and above all for Nehru 

made her to arrange her life so that she could visit India and see Nehru frequently.125 

She considered India as much her home in Broadlands. Therefore she continued with 

her charities in India and she often landed in Delhi owing to her overseas inspection on 

behalf of the St. John and Red Cross. Nehru also confessed to Edwina that “her visits 

were the pivot upon which everything else revolved.” In fact in both ways Nehru and 

Edwina felt a sense of happiness and satisfaction getting to see each other at regular 

intervals. Such was the depth and charm of their relationship that the spark remained as 

it was before till the end and they had become indispensable for each other. 

 Nehru became an ideal man, soul mate for Edwina and she gave her full 

devotion to him. “In Nehru Edwina had found a man she could love, respect and 

trust.”126 She found him to be “wise, subtle and clever.”127 Nehru always looked upon 

her with respect and treated her as an equal. Edwina was no wonder an intelligent and 

experienced lady actively involved in many activities and affairs, and she wanted 

people to feel her presence in any discussion and give importance and accept her 

opinions and views.128 Nehru was that person with a mind to respect and appreciate her 
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opinions and she felt comfortable discussing with Nehru about everything whether- 

“Berlin, Malaya, Korea, China, the Cold War, the likely outcome of an election.”129  

 Perhaps Edwina had the premonition that she would die soon. In February 1952 

before she was taken to the operation theatre she handed Mountbatten an envelope 

telling him about her love letters to Nehru and where it was kept. She wrote,  

“You will realize that they are a mixture of typical Jawahar letters, full of interest and facts and 
really historic documents. Some of them have no “personal” remarks at all. Others are love 
letters in a sense, though you yourself will realize the strange relationship-most of it spiritual- 
which exists between us. J. has obviously meant a very great deal in my life in these last years 
and I think I in his. Our meetings have been rare and always fleeting but I think I understand 
him, and perhaps he me, as well as any human beings can ever understand each other.”130 

 

 Therefore it could be seen that Edwina found all the great qualities integral to 

the personality of Nehru which made her to look upon him with awe and confidence. 

Nehru fitted within the framework of an ideal man conceived by her and his presence 

gave a fuller meaning to her life. She could trust him, confide in him and depend on 

him. Nehru had played a vital role in changing and shaping her outlook of life that he 

remained her dependable and trustworthy friend until her death in 1960. Edwina’s deep 

admiration and adoration for Nehru was immortalized by her visit to India in February 

1960 even before her last breath at the most crucial and difficult moment of her health. 

Yet she left no stone unturned to see Nehru before her last days. The delight of meeting 

Nehru illuminated on her face. On 26 January, she attended the Indian Republic Day 

parade with Nehru and after that a reception in the Mughal garden. The radiant Edwina 

chatted with the guest of honour, the Russian President, Marshal Voroshilov. Marie 

Seton while observing Edwina and Jawahar together noted, “Some people believed that 
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she exerted a great influence on Jawaharlal, but at least one of his friends was of the 

opinion that it was she who hung on every word he said.”131 Such was the charisma of 

Nehru that Edwina remained attracted towards him till her last days and “the happy few 

days in India with her beloved friend, whose touch and looks, whose wit and incisive 

mind, meant everything to her.”132 

 By and large it can be seen that the driving and many-splendoured personality of 

Jawaharlal Nehru evoked the admiration and abiding affection of many women of India 

and beyond and his vibrant and charismatic leadership also played a great role in 

drawing women to participate in the national movement and also in various other 

spheres of life. Through the reflection of his powerful personality and also his work, he 

shined as a luminous star upon women and gave them a glimpse of the India of their 

dreams. Since women were drawn to his magnetic leadership, they were indulgent in 

him and they gave their whole-hearted devotion and commitment to him in the task of 

building a new future for India. The courage, moral support, encouragement and 

guidance which Nehru received from the womenfolk including his women family 

members was also instrumental in shaping his personality which helped him leave his 

impact on all facets of life in modern India which was all-pervasive and far-reaching. 
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Chapter-IV 
 

WOMEN IN MOULDING OF NATIONALIST 
ORIENTATION IN NEHRU 

 
 

 Jawaharlal Nehru, an ardent nationalist and a great national leader played a 

leading and key role in the Indian freedom struggle. It is a well known fact that 

Nehru was born in a very wealthy family. Nehru’s father Motilal Nehru, after the 

death of his elder brother Pandit Nand Lal, had been able to establish himself as a 

renowned and a successful lawyer which brought increasing income for the family, 

which in turn led to a marked change in their lifestyle. As Nehru recollects in his 

Autobiography about his father, “Full of spirit of play and fond of good living in 

every way, he found no difficulty in spending what he earned. And gradually our 

ways became more and more Westernized.”1 So Jawaharlal was brought up in “a 

world of material privilege beyond the dreams of most young Indian boys.”2  

 An exotic and palatial building Anand Bhawan in Allahabad  with its 

enchanting and mesmerizing looks  was the place where the  great Jawaharlal Nehru 

grew up to be a legend. His childhood was a sheltered and uneventful one as 

Jawaharlal mentions how during his childhood he used to often hear his elder 

cousins speaking of “the overbearing character and insulting manners of the English 

people, as well as Eurasians, towards Indians.”3 However as he had been raised up 

by English governesses and he often used to see English friends of his father visiting 

him, Nehru harboured an admiration for the English in his heart. Motilal Nehru, in 

order to give the best of education to his only son and to lay the foundation of his 

future career and greatness, took Jawaharlal to England for his studies and got him 
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admitted to Harrow and later Jawaharlal joined Cambridge. He spent the seven years 

of his studentship in England in the affluent sectors of English society. Living like a 

prince, he led a very luxurious life and most of his vacations were spent travelling to 

different places, including the two long vacations in India in 1906 and 1908. But 

fortunately in all these adventures Jawaharlal had the support and the 

encouragement of his father. In fact, when Jawaharlal passed the second part of the 

tripos, Motilal celebrated this occasion at Anand Bhawan in a princely manner. It is 

said that: “Motilal gave a gala dinner, champagne flowed freely for several days, the 

domestic servants received cash and increases in their salaries, and Jawaharlal in 

London received an extra hundred pounds from his proud father to spend on a 

holiday in France.”4 In this way father wanted to give Jawaharlal the best of 

everything.  And during the last two years of his stay in England, when he was 

studying for the Bar, Jawaharlal developed expensive habits: 

 
“in trying to live the life of a ‘man about town’, whose typical evening would consist of a 
visit to the theatre and then a late supper with champagne at the Savoy. His annual expenses 
rose above 800 pounds, a sum which in those days was enough to support a comfortable life 
in London for three years. This aroused his father’s anxieties, but he did not blame 
Jawaharlal, for at least in this respect he was proving himself his ‘father’s son’.”5 

 
 Jawaharlal called himself a prig later on. Such was the ostentatious and 

princely upbringing of the future great statesman, Jawaharlal Nehru, and it is usual 

or inevitable for a person brought up in the lap of luxury and comfort to ape and 

follow this lifestyle throughout his life. But Jawaharlal was an exception because his 

life and lifestyle changed drastically after he gave himself whole-heartedly for the 

cause of the nation which will be discussed below. 



153	
	

 Nehru was not a born nationalist, but seeds of national feelings were sown 

when as a young child he used to often listen to the grown-up talks of his cousins 

relating to the arrogant behaviour of the British towards the Indians. Nehru’s young 

blood boiled to hear of how the Indian were disallowed from traveling in railway 

train compartments reserved for Europeans. Though he admired the British yet as he 

wrote how he was filled with resentment against the alien rulers of his country who 

misbehaved in this manner, and whenever an Indian hit back he was glad.6 

 Jawaharlal’s ideas on nationalism and national orientation began to develop 

since his student days in England, though it was not so aggressive. He was 

preoccupied by the intellectual pursuits and also he was not so mature enough to 

dedicate himself entirely to the cause. But he kept himself politically conscious with 

the political developments in his country with great interest and enthusiasm. While 

in Harrow, he kept himself updated with the news about India which greatly agitated 

his mind. Moreover his father Motilal Nehru through his letters also kept him 

updated about the political happenings in India. When he read in the newspaper 

about the news of Bipin Chandra Pal’s decision to retire from public life, expressing 

his views to his father he wrote: “Has his zeal for his mother country worn out so 

soon?”7 Greatly agitated by the news about India through the years 1906 and 1907, 

Jawaharlal wrote: 

 “I got meagre enough accounts from the English papers; but even that little showed that big 
events were happening at home, in Bengal, Punjab, and Maharashtra. There were Lala 
Lajpat Rai’s and S Ajit Singh’s deportation, and Bengal seemed to be in an uproar, and 
Tilak’s name was often flashed from Poona, and there was Swadeshi and boycott. All this 
stirred me tremendously.”8 

 
 In Harrow he also read the stories of Garibaldi which greatly fascinated him 

and stirred his young mind and as he writes in his Autobiography: “Visions of 
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similar deeds in India came before me, of a gallant fight for freedom, and in my 

mind India and Italy got strangely mixed together.”9  After Nehru joined Cambridge 

from Harrow, “young Nehru’s nationalist ardour was immediately fanned by the 

freer climate of the university, the intellectual stimulus of fresh reading, discussions 

with fellow Indian students and, above all, by the strong breeze of discontent from 

the Indian subcontinent.”10He was attracted by the Sinn Fein11 Movement of Ireland 

which he compared it with the extremist movement in India and he wrote with great 

interest to his father about it. Thus the nationalist in Nehru could be seen developing 

in his heart while still a student, but it was yet to bloom to its fullest and channelized 

at the right direction.  

 Jawaharlal was a shy and a timid boy and he feared public speaking. When 

he was in Cambridge, he was a member of a society called “Majilis” consisting of 

Indian students, which basically discussed about political problems. Jawaharlal says 

that though he went to the Majilis frequently during his three years, but he hardly 

spoke there since he was inhibited by his shyness and diffidence. He faced the same 

difficulty in his college debating society, ‘The Magpie and Stump’, “where there 

was a rule that a member not speaking for a whole term had to pay a fine.” And he 

often had to pay fine. It would be interesting to look into how women might have 

played an important role in transforming Nehru from a shy, withdrawn man to an 

outspoken public speaker, ultimately leading to the emergence of Nehru as a great 

political figure and a leading statesman of the country and of the world. Later on, it 

can be seen Nehru spoke vocally against the British colonial rule, spoke for the 

rights of women and on various other issues. The speeches which he delivered on 
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many occasions on many areas at different places have become a legend and also a 

field on which various researches can be carried on. 

 With his return to India in 1912 after completing his studies from England, 

Jawaharlal turned into an ardent nationalist and plunged himslef actively in the 

Indian freedom struggle that paved the way for his future greatness. It can be seen 

that he gave up the affluent and aristocratic lifestyle and to all the luxuries to which 

he had been accustomed to for the sake of his motherland. However, incidentally 

Nehru was not a born nationalist or a national leader but the nationalist aspirations 

and nationalist leadership and his vision of modern India must have also gradually 

evolved and developed over a period of time. The second chapter dealt with various 

ways how women played an instrumental role as a guiding and motivating spirit in 

the life of Nehru, that contributed to the making of a great statesman in him and 

apparently this chapter would attempt to look into the way how women, played a 

significant role in particularly shaping and moulding the nationalist orientation in 

Nehru.  

 The nationalist movement initiated by Mahatma Gandhi greatly appealed to 

Nehru and it is undoubtedly true, that it was under the patronage and guidance of 

Gandhi that he entered in the politics of nationalism. But it is not easy for an 

individual to take such a radical step alone. So it seems important to study and 

understand the dimension of influence, particularly the profound influence of 

women in shaping his nationalist life. Family support and particularly the support of 

Nehru’s women family members counted a great deal in the moulding and 

strengthening the nationalist temperament in him. Moreover during the early days 

coming under the influence of Annie Beasant Nehru’s nationalist inclination for the 
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cause of the nation was also sown. Without their support perhaps, Nehru would not 

have been able to reach the pinnacle of glorious leadership and would not have been 

able to lead the country to freedom. In the course of the national movement and 

after, it will also be seen how some of his trusted women comrades also stimulated 

the nationalist in Nehru further. 

 Swarup Rani, mother of Jawaharlal Nehru, a conservative woman and over-

possessive of her son found her family life disturbed with the advent of the Gandhi 

in their lives and the strong desire of her son to join the national movement. She 

disapproved of her son joining politics because of the sufferings and hardships 

involved in it. She found it difficult to adjust with the new changing lifestyle and the 

constant infringement of their privacy which her family came to face with the 

coming of Gandhi into their lives. Though Swarup Rani found it hard to imagine 

sacrificing family interests for supporting the political tide, but eventually she came 

to accept the national activities of her son and husband in order to preserve domestic 

peace, and her encouragement to them can be seen as a significant dimension of her 

contribution towards the nationalist movement. Though the pains of parting with her 

son frequently on account of his going to jail, could be visibly seen, yet she always 

bid him goodbye with a courageous smile. This in itself reflected the support of 

Swarup Rani in helping to make the nationalist orientation of Nehru more stronger. 

“So says the mother of Jawahar, 

Give up your life for the nation, my son, 

Then only will I be a proud mother, 

When one has taken the vow, 

Then give your life to the nation.  

Never worry about your happiness, 
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Not worry about your old mother.”12 

 

 Rameshwari Nehru, wife of Jawaharlal’s cousin brother Brijlal Nehru, had 

great faith in Nehru’s endeavours in life, as is evident from one of the letters which 

she wrote on 13 August, 1905 when he was in Harrow, where she said:  “I am so 

very confident of your success that I have never for a moment thought of your 

failure.”13 It seems likely that Rameshwari anticipated the leader in Nehru in future 

and so trying to mould his young mind for the cause of the nation, she tried to 

inculcate in him love for the Indian nation and giving precedence to nation over 

caste she wrote to him: “I think, it is because half our love is given to the caste we 

belong to, that our love for the Indian nation is not as perfect as desired. When we 

lose the tribes, all our love will be directed towards the nation.”14 Incidentally, 

herself an ardent nationalist, by instilling love for the nation, Rameshwari tried to 

instill and inculcate the nationalist spirit in Nehru so that he could be an embodiment 

of nationalism and be a great national leader. Rameshwari already moulded Nehru’s 

young mind with nationalist feelings when he was still a student in England. 

Another occasion where she showed her firm faith in Nehru which was likely to 

have moulded his nationalist orientation and lighted the flame of patriotism for the 

country can be made out from a letter she had written to him appealing him to return 

to India and serve the motherland. Rameshwari’s patriotic appeal to Nehru must 

have certainly added zeal to the young mind of Nehru and in the long run, Nehru 

emerged as a great national leader of India and took an active and vigorous part in 

the anti-British struggle. 

 After Nehru’s return to India from England, he found the Indian political 

scene to be dull. Nothing seemed to excite him. He engaged himself by taking up 
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law and joined the High Court, and the work did not absorb him much.  But 

gradually he did not find the profession to be enthusiastic and began to find his life 

to be dull and pointless with no freshness in life. He did not find the atmosphere 

intellectually stimulating as he describes in his Autobiography. He did not show any 

interest in politics too. He involved himself in some occasional meetings of the 

Congress and his participation in the agitation against Fiji indenture system for 

Indian workers or the Indian question in South Africa was temporary in nature. The 

liberal, moderate politics in India also failed to attract him. He held the view that 

both ‘individual and national honour demanded a more aggressive and fighting 

attitude to foreign rule’. 15 Therefore his political career was yet to begin on a full 

scale. So it was only after Annie Beasant emerged in the Indian political scene and 

with the establishment of the Home Rule League in 1919 that he started playing an 

active role in the political activities of India, and Nehru also began to take a keen 

interest in the nationalist activities of the country and thus his nationalism began to 

take deep shape.   

 Apparently therefore it could be seen that Nehru along with some young 

nationalists was again drawn to Annie Beasant and her Home Rule League in her 

fight against the British rule. Earlier during his early young days, Jawaharlal had 

come under the Theosophy of Annie Beasant. Not only this, the Home Rule League 

of Annie Beasant was also instrumental in transforming Nehru’s temperament who 

had, so far been shy as a student in England and unassertive as a lawyer in his 

profession.  Her Home Rule League gave him confidence and courage to come 

forward and take part in the anti-British movement and gradually also developed the 

art of public speaking. He also had a fear of addressing public gatherings, and 
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terrified of public speaking. But under her impact, visible and marked changes could 

be seen in him when he started to voice his protest against the Moderate politics and 

British government. He gave his first public speech probably in 1916 against a Press 

Act of 191016 in one protest meeting held in Allahabad. In the concluding speech he 

also acknowledged the “great and noble lady” Annie Beasant for the indirect cause 

of the meeting. He remarked, “Don’t fail at this moment, follow her faithfully and 

let it not be said that you flinched when you ought to have supported her.”17 This 

shows that the fire of nationalism which was burning in Jawahar’s heart was further 

intensified by this great woman Annie Beasant, who had a direct bearing on Nehru’s 

further development of nationalism. Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru, a Moderate leader who 

had presided over the meeting was highly elated at Jawahar’s attempt to speak in 

public and greatly showered his praise on him by embracing and kissing him in 

public. The gradual emergence of Nehru as a public leader was thus coming into 

shape which led to the emergence of Nehru as one of the great leaders of the world.   

 Nehru started to involve himself actively in the Home Rule League activities. 

He wrote in his Autobiography that though he joined both the Home Rule Leagues 

of Lokmanya Tilak and Annie Beasant, he worked especially for Beasant’s 

League.18 Beasant’s active role in the Indian political scene greatly excited the 

young nationalist including Nehru. They felt exhilarated and expected big things to 

happen in future. Nehru had come so much under the impact of Annie Beasant that 

when she was interned by the British Government in June 1917 he expressed his 

deep resentment and agony to this act of the government. He said “Home Rule has 

come and we have but to take it if we stand up like men and falter.” 19 Nehru felt 

that mere holding of demonstrations, giving eloquent and moving speeches, passing 
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resolutions would not be sufficient enough to mark the protest of her internment. He 

wanted to show his protest in a bigger and significant way. In a letter to the editor of 

The Leader Nehru wrote: 

 
“Ours have been the politics of cowards and opium eaters, long enough and it is time we 
thought and acted like live men and women who place the honour and interests of their 
country above the frowns and smiles of every Tom, Dick and Harry who has ICS attached to 
his name……… Everyone of us who holds an honorary position under the Government 
should resign it and refuse to have anything to do with the bureaucracy.”20 

 

 As a leading organizer of the protest movement, Nehru founded the 

Allahabad Home Rule League in June 1917, with Motilal as its President and 

himself as its joint secretary.   At the same time, Nehru had been involved in the 

forming of a committee in Allahabad on the scheme of the Indian Defence Forces, 

where he held the opinion “that Indians should avail themselves of the opportunity 

of acquiring military training offered by the Defence of India Force Act, inspite of 

the many invidious distinctions.”21 But now with Annie Beasant’s internment, he 

decided not to join the Force and he persuaded the committee members which 

consisted of his father Motilal Nehru, Dr Tej Bahadur Sapru, Mr C.Y. Chintamani 

and other Moderate leaders to cancel the meeting and other work in connection with 

the Defence Force as a mark of protest against the Government action. According to 

the historian B.N. Pandey “for Jawaharlal and the young nationalists she (Annie 

Beasant) became the symbol of courage, defiance and suffering.”22 Since Nehru was 

deeply motivated by Beasant’s Home Rule League he “put his heart and soul into 

the movement and became its leading organizer.”23 

 Annie Beasant was released from her internment on Sept, 1917 after which 

her name was proposed for the Calcutta Congress session. Nehru enthusiastically 

took upon the task of mobilizing a large group of delegates for the Congress session. 
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This showed how Nehru was motivated immensely by the ideals and work of Annie 

Beasant and her Home Rule League for which he worked actively, which also 

guided him later on during the course of his participation in the freedom struggle. 

Rafiq Zakaria, who was closely associated with the Indian independence movement 

and the Indian National Congress also pointed out that: “Mrs Beasant always 

exercised almost a hypnotic influence on Jawaharlal. He admired her bold and 

fearless revolt against the British; in particular, her arrest in 1917 moved him 

greatly.” 24  

 It can thus be seen that Nehru’s admiration for Annie Beasant was deep and 

immense and though his association with Beasant and her Home Rule League was 

shortlived, yet she had undoubtedly played an instrumental role in igniting and 

guiding the nationalist spirit in Nehru. Nehru who had till Beasant’s emergence in 

the political scene, just remained confined to his legal profession and to attending 

some meetings of the Congress, burst into political activity with great enthusiasm 

under her influence. He followed her footsteps and took a leading role in organizing 

the activities of the League which served as a stepping stone for him to enter into the 

national struggle against the British rule with full force and vigour and emerge as a 

great national leader and dedicate himself for the cause of the nation. 

 Wife’s role plays a vital part in the life of a husband. Kamala Nehru, played 

a key role in the moulding the nationalist spirit of Nehru. Kamala Nehru, an 

accomplished lady was a strong, spirited and courageous wife of Jawaharlal Nehru. 

Though she did not live long to be by the side of her husband throughout the ups and 

downs of his life, but as long as she was alive, the role she played in influencing the 

life and moulding the nationalist orientation of Nehru was significant and counted a 
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great deal in the making of this great man, who has left an indelible mark not only in 

the history of the country, but also of the world. 

 Kamala Nehru was only sixteen when she got married with Jawaharlal aged 

twenty six in 1912. Motilal Nehru had taken great pain to find a suitable match for 

his only son, and finally after several years of search, selected Kamala to be 

Jawahar’s bride. Kamala Nehru came from an orthodox Hindu family of Delhi. 

Writing about her father’s choice of bride for her brother Nehru, Krishna Hutheesing 

writes:  

 “What made Father like her, apart from her sweetness and beauty, was that she looked very 
healthy. My mother had been a semi-invalid most of her life and, though Father treated her 
and taught us to treat her as a very precious delicate piece of china, he wanted a strong wife 
for his son.” 25 

 
  Motilal Nehru’s choice of Kamala was indeed a blessing in disguise for 

Jawaharlal, for she was to play a crucial role in awakening and guiding the 

nationalist spirit of Nehru after their marriage. Though shy and withdrawn, Kamala 

was a strong spirited woman and played an important role in Indian freedom 

struggle and women emancipation movement. She made great sacrifices for the 

freedom of the country. Admiring Kamala, Krishna Hutheesing wrote, “Kamala, for 

all her sweetness, was a spirited girl-as she was to show when the going got rough in 

our long fight for independence.”26 Nehru, after his return from England had been 

taking part in the political activities of the country, but his participation was not that 

vigorous and visible to be recognized nationally, except that he had involved himself 

with the Home Rule League of Annie Beasant which has been discussed above. 

Moreover Motilal Nehru, had also not approved fully of his son participating in the 

nation’s freedom struggle. As the only son, and brought up in princely manner, who 
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had not known what suffering was all about, Motilal did not want his son to bear the 

hardship that would crop up  eventually after getting involved in active politics. 

When Gandhi launched his Satyagraha Sabha in 1919 in protest against the Rowlatt 

Bill, Nehru was ablaze with enthusiasm and determined to join it immediately and 

he hardly thought of the consequences-lawbreaking, jail-going, etc.27 Mentioning 

about the situation that prevailed in their house on the question of Nehru joining in 

the Gandhian movement Krishna Hutheesing wrote:  

“Those were the days and nights of the bitterest arguments between father and son, with 
Bhai, unable to sleep at the thought of going against his father, wandering alone through the 
grounds in misery; and Father trying to sleep on the floor of his room, to see what it would 
be like for his beloved son in a British jail.”28 

 
 In such difficult moment, it was Kamala who acted as a guiding spirit and 

soothed and uplifted Nehru and encouraged him in his nationalist endeavours, and 

made it easy for him to come out of this dilemma and throw himself completely for 

the cause of the nation. Moreover, incidentally since Kamala herself had come more 

under the forceful influence of Gandhi, she played a significant role in supporting 

her husband’s desire to be more militant, encouraged his radicalism and pushed him 

to change his way of life. Since Kamala herself was utterly dedicated to the cause of 

the country’s freedom and actively took part in it, it made it easier for Nehru to 

pursue his national goals single-mindedly and with whole hearted devotion.  

 Therefore it can be seen that Nehru’s initial political apprenticeship started 

with his deep involvement in the Non-Cooperation movement of 1920-1922. During 

this period he became wholly absorbed, threw himself actively into the movement 

by speaking at meetings, writing to the press and involved himself both with the 

provincial Congress and the UP peasant movement.29 Admitting to his daughter 
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Indira later on how “totally abnormal” he had become because of his one-sided 

attention and involvement in the political activities he wrote: 

“I had a flame-like quality, a fire within me which burned and consumed me and drove me 
relentlessly forward; it made me oblivious of all other matters, even of intimate personal 
relations. I was in fact wholly unfit as a close companion of anyone except in that one 
sphere of thought and action which had enslaved me…..My very good qualities which made 
me an efficient instrument for political action, became defects in the domestic field. Yet I 
found, to my infinite joy, that those I cared for above all else had gladly and willingly 
tolerated me and put up with my vagaries.”30 

  
 So since Nehru was totally wrapped up in his political activities, apparently, 

it was Kamala who perhaps suffered the most. He himself also admitted that 

unconsciously he “overlooked her and left her to her own resources, just when she 

required my full co-operation.”31 Admiring Kamala’s endurance he said, “and what 

amazing patience and tolerance my wife had shown towards me.”32 But Kamala, 

despite being neglected by Nehru never complained or made a fuss about her 

husband’s negligence of her, but as long as she was alive, as a true soldier, she 

supported and encouraged her husband in all his national activities, and she herself  

also took an active and vigorous part in it. In fact Nehru acknowledging the 

significant role played by Kamala in his nationalist endeavours wrote, “ …how 

much I owed to my wife for her splendid behaviour since 1920. Proud and sensitive 

as she was, she had not only put up with my vagaries but brought me comfort and 

solace when I needed them most.”33  Though Kamala must have suffered with this 

indifferent attitude of Nehru, Krishna Hutheesing marveling at the brave spirit of 

Kamala remarked: 

“With an unflinching courage Kamala confronted everything smilingly. Not once did I hear 
a word of complaint or dissatisfaction-no grouse against fate as most of us have when things 
do not work out the day we want them to. When Jawahar dedicated his life to his country 
and none for self, with an energy that ever flagges and a courage the like of which one 
rarely comes across, that soldier was Kamala.”34  
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 By the end of 1925 since Kamala’s health was deteriorating, doctors 

attending to her advised that she should be taken to Switzerland for treatment. 

Therefore Nehru, Kamala and Indira sailed for Europe for Kamala’s treatment in 

March 1926. It was a quiet and restful period for both mind and body for all of them. 

Nehru stayed by Kamala’s side most of the time taking care of her. But later when 

her health improved slightly he travelled a little to places like England, France and 

Germany. Though the presence of Nehru was crucial even at times when Kamala 

was feeling better as it would give a soothing effect and psychological and mental 

strength to her, but Kamala never complained to Nehru on his pre-occupation to 

other activities. This also showed that Nehru could travel to places, meet people, 

widen his knowledge about the world affairs with great ease and light heart without 

having to worry about Kamala. Though his sister Krishna was there with Kamala to 

take care of her, but the constant presence of husband would have given her more 

mental security and strength. Since Kamala was proud of her husband’s patriotism 

and wanted to see him achieve the heights of glorious leadership by playing an 

important role in the country’s freedom struggle, it is likely that unobtrusively, she 

must have approved of his involvement in various activities in Europe. Therefore 

Krishna observed Nehru, “growing in ease and authority as his knowledge of the 

world and, particularly, its economic problem expanded under the influence of the 

liberal leaders from many nations whom he met.”35 She mentioned further, “that his 

long stay in Europe was an essential element in his education for the great role he 

was to play.”36 Hence Kamala’s unobtrusive support perhaps played a significant 

role in further strengthening his nationalist orientation which indeed helped him 
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greatly in his political activities and to remain committed to the nation after he 

returned to India.  

 Nehru had given himself to the cause of the nation whole heartedly since the 

1920s onwards. But his family’s support especially his women family members 

support and encouragement, played an important role in moulding his already 

formed nationalist spirit further, which he could channelize at the right direction and 

their support also acted as a strength to him when he was in prison. In 1930 when 

the country was in a grip of Civil Disobedience Movement, many menfolk landed up 

in prison and this stimulated the women to come to the forefront and take charge of 

the struggle. Apart from display of courage, women also showed exceptional 

organizational power which earned them admiration of the menfolk. When Nehru 

was in prison, his nationalist spirit received further boost when he got the news of 

the active participation of his women family members. Nehru was greatly moved to 

hear his aged and frail mother and his sisters picketing before foreign cloth shops 

under the hot summer sun. Krishna and Kamala who were Congress volunteers 

donned male attire for the purpose. Nehru was taken away by the women’s sacrifice 

but particularly by Kamala’s approach to the crisis. Expressing his satisfaction at 

Kamala’s active role he wrote:  

“She threw herself into the movement with an energy and determination which amazed me, 
who thought I had known her so well for so many years. She forgot her ill-health and rushed 
about the whole day in the sun, and showed remarkable powers of organization.”37 

  
 These long spells in prison would have weakened Nehru’s nationalist spirit. 

But the support and encouragement of the women family members particularly 

Kamala and also their active participation in the national movement certainly played 
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a very important role in casting Nehru’s spirit for the love of the nation and keeping 

the flame of patriotism in him alive.  

 Kamala showed her great pride at the wonderful mission and nationalism of 

Nehru. She encouraged Nehru to fight till the end and never to yield. She was such a 

bold and courageous lady that when Nehru would be in jail, she always gave his 

morale a tremendous lift and made him realize that his national duty was his first 

priority than her. On one occasion when Nehru was in Naini prison and Kamala’s 

health deteriorated for the worst, the government agreed to release him to attend on 

Kamala if he gave an assurance, even an informal assurance, to keep away from 

politics for the rest of his term.38 But Kamala had moulded his nationalist mind and 

spirit in such a way that he could not think of being disloyal to his pledge to the 

cause of the nation. And he was also very confident of Kamala as he wrote in his 

Autobiography: “I knew that Kamala herself would strongly disapprove of my 

giving any undertaking, and if I did anything of the kind it would shock her and 

harm her.”39  Thus in this way Kamala was a great source of inspiration and 

motivation for Nehru for the nationalist cause. 

 Sarojini Naidu, a very good friend and a political comrade of Nehru also 

played a remarkable role in the beginning of his political career and in strengthening 

his nationalist spirit. The powerful and eloquent speeches which she delivered 

during the Lucknow Congress in 1916 which was full of nationalism and patriotism 

left a powerful and a lasting imprint on the young nationalist mind of Nehru which 

acted as a guiding and moral force on him during the course of the national 

movement. Later on as political comrades, they fought together in the struggle for 

freedom and the bond between them grew deeper and personal relationship 
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developed between the two of them. As a result, Sarojini could play a more 

profound role in further arousing and strengthening the passion of nationalist 

feelings in Nehru. Sarojini always acted as a pillar of strength and showed her 

remarkable faith and confidence in the leadership capability of Nehru and 

tremendously valued his presence in the Indian political scene. She had expressed 

her innermost delight and pride when Nehru had been elected President of Lucknow 

Congress in 1929. During that time Nehru confided on Sarojini as he thought that he 

did not have the personal strength nor a significant backing to pursue his own ideas 

and ideals into effect under the burden of the new office. But Sarojini having 

tremendous faith in Nehru’s sincerity and passion for liberty comforted and 

encouraged him to take up the challenge as it would transform and transfigure all his 

noblest qualities into dynamic force, courage and vision, and wisdom. She is also 

said to have told to Nehru that even though she might not be able to give concrete 

help to Nehru for carrying out the tremendous task of the country, yet she could give 

“full measure of understanding and affection”40 to him. Therefore in this way 

through her vibrant spirit she was able to kindle the flames of the national spirit in 

Nehru. Nehru himself acknowledged the important role she played in the history of 

modern India and to the enormous influence she exercised upon him. 

 At the time when India was going through a political crisis because of the 

British imperialist rule, there were many leaders of various countries who 

sympathized with India’s cause and stood by her side. One such country was China.  

Since the chapter is on women’s role in shaping Nehru’s nationalist orientation, the 

role of Madame Chiang Kai-shek would be relevant here. Nehru was immensely 

struck by the charming and pleasing personality of Madame Chiang Kai-shek, wife 
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of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek of China. Her original name was May-ling 

Soong. She was a powerful figure in Chinese politics and she played a very 

important role in guiding her husband and the political affairs of China and the 

world. She acted as a political confidante to her husband and on behalf of her 

husband maintained cordial relation with Nehru and India. She along with her 

husband “watched with interest and anxiety the developments in India.”41 

Holding a high opinion of Madame Chiang Kai-shek Nehru remarked: 

“Madame Chiang Kai-shek, who is his (Chiang Kai-shek) consort, is not only his partner in 
his life’s journey but has been a fellow-warrior with him, standing side by side with him in 
China’s battle for freedom. She has inspired the women of China, the youth and the men of 
China, and has become the invincibility and her magnificent spirit of resistance”42 

 
 Moreover Nehru also felt strong affinity with China because of “ancient 

contacts and cultural and commercial relations between the two countries through 

thousands of years.”43 Impressed by China’s heroic struggle against the Japanese 

forces, he also wanted the Indians to emulate the courageous spirit from the Chinese 

brothers and sisters and “face any aggression and any aggressor who dares to think 

of subjecting India.”44  

 It is known that Nehru had visited the Chiangs in 1939 and after that he had 

developed a special relationship and friendship with the Chinese leaders and 

particularly he had been drawn towards Madame Chiang Kai-shek. After that Nehru 

and Madame Chiang Kai-shek kept in regular touch and shared about the 

happenings and developments in their respective countries through letters. The 

letters which Madame Chiang Kai-shek wrote to Nehru is likely to have moulded 

the nationalist spirit of Nehru at the time when India was also fighting its battle for 

independence. China was also going through a serious calamity because of Japanese 
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aggression upon China. But the letters of Madame Chiang Kai-shek to Nehru on the 

situation of her country reflected her strength of mind and the optimism which she 

held for the nation’s future. As she wrote: “We are confident that we who have been 

struggling so hard will win to victory. We survive to show the world that it does not 

always pay to strike at weak countries with impunity.”45 In another letter, she 

narrated Nehru that, inspite, of how the Japanese had ruthlessly bombed and 

destroyed Chungking and all parts of Free China and made it unrecognizable, yet the 

morale of the Chinese people were not broken and “that all life resolves itself into 

patient endurance and resolute efforts to continue resistance against aggression so 

that for all times to come China will survive.”46 This positive outlook of Madame 

Chiang Kai-shek to her country’s problem is likely to have kept Nehru’s patriotic 

feeling high inspite of many pitfalls and to have an optimistic view of India’s future 

and work towards achieving the desired goal.  

 In 1941 when Nehru was in prison, Madame Chiang Kai-shek expressing her 

distress at his imprisonment wrote him a heartening letter which certainly was meant 

to cheer up his spirits and keep his nationalist sentiment intact in the face of adverse 

situation. She wrote:  

 
“The Generalissimo and I both felt that our spirits and yours met in perfect harmony, and 
because of our common purpose and aspirations, you are a real comrade…… We are 
convinced that India’s cause will emerge triumphant. Our hearts and prayers for your 
victory will never fail you.”47 

 

 This shows that Madame Chiang Kai-shek was likely to have played an 

important role in elevating the nationalist spirit of Nehru in the face of political 

crisis of his country and in further shaping his nationalist orientation. 
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 China had been bearing the brunt of Japanese aggression for many years and 

though she belonged to the Allied groups48, she was apprehensive that “even if the 

Allies won the war in Europe and the Pacific, China might not still win equal status 

and treatment.”49 So incidentally now the Chiangs tilted more towards India and 

started supporting Indian aspirations for independence. In early February 1942, 

Japan’s rapid advance to Rangoon made it apparent that Rangoon would be soon 

lost to the Japanese. So Chiangs were apprehensive that India would gear its military 

forces against Japan if the latter strike the subcontinent. 

 
“They feared Indian might regard an Asiatic colonial master as no worse than a European 
one, and possibly better. Only independence, the Chiangs concluded, could ignite India’s 
fighting spirit……. They decided to visit India to warn of the danger of Japanese aggression 
and rally the Indian people for war.”50 

 
 So they felt only independence would ignite India’s fighting spirit. Therefore 

on February 1942, “they decided to visit India to warn the danger of Japanese 

aggression and rally the Indian people for war.”51 Incidentally, after coming to India, 

the Chiangs tried to persuade both Nehru and Gandhi to fight against Japan who was 

a common enemy. But unfortunately they failed to convince them. On the last day of 

their visit, Madame Chiang Kai-shek “broadcast a message from her husband to the 

Indian people, calling on them to support the Allied struggle against the Axis nations 

but adding the wish that the Indians would be given the right to run their own 

country.”52 Enroute to China she wrote a letter to Nehru saying:  

“We shall leave nothing undone in assisting you to gain freedom and independence. Our 
hearts are drawn to you, and…. the bond of affection between you and us has been 
strengthened by our visit….when you are discouraged and weary…..remember that you are 
not alone in your struggle, for at all times we are with you in spirit.”53  

 Inspite of their setback of the negotiations with India, Madame Chiang Kai-

shek as a strong confidante of Nehru continued to strengthen his nationalist ardour 
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which served as an inspiration to fight against the British rule till the goal was 

achieved. 

 When the Cripps Mission came to India on March 1942 to secure full Indian 

cooperation and support for their efforts in the Second World War, the entire burden 

of negotiations had rested on Nehru’s shoulder. Madame Chiang Kai-shek 

appreciated the way Nehru conducted the whole procedure of the Cripps Mission 

with ‘marvellous and masterly statesmanship’. She praised the efforts of Nehru and 

all he did to come to terms with Cripps. This support and optimistic attitude shown 

by Madame Chiang Kai-shek on the ability and the manifold task undertaken by 

Nehru is likely to have left a positive impact on the mind of Nehru and motivated 

him in all his nationalist endeavours for the cause of the nation. 

 Therefore in this way, Madame Chiang Kai-shek, Nehru’s strong political 

comrade, played a remarkable role in Nehru’s life and especially at a time when 

India was going through a great crisis on account of the British rule. Her 

correspondences to Nehru truly reflected her concern for him and she served as his 

true friend, true inspiration and she is likely to have had a great hand too, in making 

up his nationalist orientation as can be made out from her letters. Lastly in this 

context in order to show again how Madame Chiang Kai-shek’s soothing and 

inspiring words must have guided and encouraged Nehru in his political activities 

can be seen in the following letter she wrote to Nehru: 

 
“I am sorry that you get tired of life as it is. You, of all people, should not feel that way, for 
it should give you deep satisfaction to know that without you Indian independence and unity 
could not have made such strides, and that you are necessary, absolutely necessary, to her 
future. You, by your sacrificial spirit, have changed the whole course of Indian history…… 
I realize what a terrific struggle you must be undergoing to take an opposite stand to 
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Gandhiji’s non-violence policy; and I respect you all the more because in spite of your 
personal affection and devotion to him you have followed the dictates of your conscience.”54 

 

 Again on 17 November, 1939 Madame Chiang Kai-shek trying to toughen the 

nationalist spirit in Nehru wrote: 

“The Generalissimo has remarked to me several times that India has a great destiny to fulfil 
in the stabilization of the Far East. I need not tell you how fervently we wish and hope and 
pray for the eventual fulfillment that destiny. I believe that India will succeed because with 
such leadership as yours…..she cannot help but be guided from the pitfalls and emerge 
triumphant.”55 

 
 After independence Nehru symbolized the resurgence of India. “It has been 

seen how Nehru who for almost thirty years had laboured for the cause of freedom, 

had suffered personal hardships and prolonged spells of imprisonment.”56 Again 

after independence Nehru being at the helm of affairs was now faced with 

difficulties and formidable challenges of nation building and nation-making process 

as India was a newly born nation. The nationalist spirit in Nehru had to remain alive 

in him so as to act as guiding force to help him achieve the goal of building the 

nation and also deal with the crisis that emerged after partition of the country. 

Though there were various factors but here it would be interesting to find out again 

how women might have played a role to some extent to help Nehru in maintaining 

his nationalist spirit vis-à-vis the process of building the nation after independence. 

However, after independence and after Nehru became the Prime Minister of 

independent India, the communal riots which gripped the country as a result of  

partition of the country, and the rehabilitation of the refugees overtook the attention 

of Nehru and he had a harrowing time dealing with the situation. Orgy of violence, 

arson and crime took place in East and West Punjab. The whole of Punjab, East and 
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West became a graveyard of destruction and death. The situation depressed Nehru 

so deeply that in this moment of deep depression he wrote to Lord Mountbatten: 

 
“I suppose I am not directly responsible for what is taking place in Punjab. I do not quite 
know who is responsible. But in any event I cannot and do not wish to shed my 
responsibility for my people. If I cannot discharge the responsibility effectively, then I begin 
to doubt whether I have any business to be where I am.” 57 

  
 Nehru might have lost his strength of mind in the midst of such tormenting 

situation, but the efforts undertaken by the women and the remarkable courage they 

displayed  in dealing with the communal riots and refugee problems must have 

served to lift up the nationalist spirit of Nehru to undertake the work of rehabilitating 

the refugees and work towards national reconstruction. Though there were men too 

who assisted Nehru in handling the crisis, but since the chapter deals with role of 

women, so women’s contribution in this respect is being highlighted briefly. In this 

connection the part played by Edwina Mountbatten with the refugee problem was 

remarkable. Even before independence she had worked with great missionary zeal 

amongst the refugees when she visited Rawalpindi, towns of Dera Ismail Khan and 

Tank, Amritsar, Lahore and was greatly touched by the human misery. The 

undaunted courage and attachment shown by her in visiting these riot-afflicted areas 

earned the “undying admiration” of Nehru. The communal holocaust which came 

with partition that gripped the country made Edwina to intensify her work to work 

with the refugee’s  problems. The fervour with which she worked with the refugees 

was always remembered by the Indian people and the Indira Gandhi also remarked 

about Edwina in these words: “how much she really endeared herself to the ordinary 

Indian public.”58 Indira recalling one incident said: 
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“…..suddenly we got the news that the whole train had arrived, full of dead bodies. The 
news went first to Home Minister, and he phoned various people. But as soon as Lady 
Mountbatten heard, she just took off her high-heeled shoes and came to our house…Edwina 
said, ‘I am just going to the station’. And of course there was no security, no arrangement. 
She just went.”59  

 
 On 26 August, Edwina along with Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, the new Minister 

of Health left for a three-day tour of East and West Punjab. In fact they worked 

together with great vigour and energy. It has been said that: “Gentle Rajkumari 

Amrit Kaur had qualities of endurance, will, and sacrifice which belied her gentle, 

frail exterior.”60 They visited Ambala, Lahore, Sialkot and found the situation to be 

very dreadful. The two women made up a list of what was needed.  

 When the Mountbattens were in Shimla for ten days rest, they got the news 

that violence had broken in Delhi and hundreds of refugees were making their way 

to the capital. Edwina could not bear to remain silent and she told her husband that 

she had to return. With Delhi itself becoming a refugee camp, Edwina achieved the 

phenomenal feat of uniting fifteen organizations under the banner of the United 

Council of Relief and Welfare.61 It was to deal with the relief and welfare problems 

and co ordinate the work of all the refugee relief organization. As Philip Ziegler, the 

official biographer of Lord Mountbatten stated about Edwina: 

“With…..Rajkumari Amrit Kaur……… she toured the refugee camps, organizing, inspiring, 
consoling bullying the apathetic and resentful inhabitants into following the rules of 
hygiene, galvanizing the bureaucrats into activity by her energy and fierce determination. 
Working seventeen to eighteen hours a day, constantly on the move in the intense heat and 
under conditions of extreme hardships……. she allowed nothing to deter or deflect her. Not 
merely did she gain the respect of those with whom she worked; by her compassion and 
warmth she won the love of all those victims of the violence with whom she came in 
contact…… during the massacres she achieved miracles for India and humanity.”62 

 

 It is also said about Lady Mountbatten that: “Her husband’s A.D.C.s became 

chary of going out with her, because she would stop in the midst of sniping to pick 
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up bodies and take them to the local infirmaries. Her gigantic efforts explains 

Nehru’s reference to ‘her healing touch’ when the Mountbattens were about to leave 

as liberators.”63 Nehru and Edwina worked together in the relief efforts which 

strengthened their friendship and Nehru also got motivation to work amidst the grim 

situation. 

 Such was the phenomenal work done by Edwina Mountbatten in dealing 

with the crisis aftermath of the partition. In this regard it would be apt to quote the 

words of Krishna Hutheesing: “It was amazing to see her in those terrible places, 

neither patronizing, nor oversympathetic, but just talking naturally to the inmates. 

This is the hardest thing of all to do when people are destitute, hopeless or dying.”64 

 Indira Gandhi, Jawaharlal’s daughter also played an active role during the 

partition riots that broke out in Delhi in September 1947. During that time she was 

in Mussoorie with her children and everybody told her not to come back to Delhi. 

Her husband Feroze Gandhi told her that the situation was very dangerous and they 

hadn’t got much to eat. But Indira a fearless and courageous woman was not that 

kind of a person who would stay quiet and she hurried back to Delhi immediately. 

On the way when the train had stopped somewhere between Shahdara and Delhi, she 

saw some people chasing somebody. Indira got off the train and showing exemplary 

courage tried to control the situation. After reaching Delhi, she started to work in the 

refugees camps along with Mrs John Mathai.65 She visited the Muslim areas and 

found out that the Muslims were in a terrible state, having no food to eat and the 

places had not been cleaned out for about a month. So she worked hard to provide 

food grains for the people and also took doctors into the locality because of cholera. 

In this way Indira also worked whole heartedly with the victims of partition.  
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 There was Nehru’s cousin Rameshwari Nehru who gave herself to refugee 

rehabilitation after partition. Prior to that she along with her husband had stayed 

back in Lahore risking their lives to be with the refugees and made arrangements for 

their safe journey to India. Even when Jawahar send a message to her through her 

son Braj Kumar to get ready to return to India, she firmly replied saying that “she 

and her husband could not abandon the hundreds and thousands of displaced people 

in these dreadful circumstances. She said, ‘treat us as dead’.”66 Only after the last 

batch of refugees was evacuated by October 1947, then she returned to Delhi at the 

end of October 1947. Rameshwari’s active work in dealing with the partition crisis 

might have also encouraged Nehru in the time of country’s crisis. 

 One important aspect of large scale migration was the issue of rehabilitation 

of abducted women. Rameshwari Nehru, Lady Mountbatten, Indira Gandhi, Mridula 

Sarabhai, Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, Sushila Nayar played crucial role in the 

rehabilitation of the abducted women. The Central Ministry of Rehabilitation 

created a special section for the problems of women only. Rameshwari Nehru was 

appointed Honorary Advisor to the Ministry of Rehabilitation as she did not want to 

accept any remunerative post. Rameshwari Nehru organized camps for women and 

children, who had lost their menfolk in Lajpat Nagar, New Delhi and elsewhere.67 

Indira Gandhi recalls: “We used to go out at five in the morning and come back long 

after dark. We got the streets cleaned. We went to the Town Hall.”68 Efforts were 

made to help the women to contact their relatives. Under Manmohini Sehgal, who 

was the Director of the Directorate for Social Welfare and Rehabilitation in Delhi, a 

centre for Sewing and Tailoring was opened in 1950 to train refugee women. This 

way employment opportunities were provided to women to make them self-reliant.  
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 In his letter of 8 February 1948 to Rameshwari Nehru, Nehru directed her, as 

she desired, to send Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya to “the Frontier for the rescue of 

abducted women” and also to ask “United Council of Women69 to interest itself 

specially in regard to the recovery of Muslim abducted women from the Punjab 

States.”70 Mridulal Sarabhai helped in the recovery of abducted women from East 

and West Punjab and Jammu and Kashmir state. Sushila Nayar worked with the 

rehabilitation of women in Patiala. 

 Thus the partition of the country which resulted in the mass exodus of people 

from one part of the subcontinent to the other amidst scenes of appalling riots, loot 

and arson brought in its wake problems – political and economic of wide dimesion. 

This must have been a terrific disillusionment to Nehru. But the undaunting courage 

shown by women and the bold efforts they took to quell the communal strife that 

arose from partition and working in the grim situation with the refugees and the 

rehabilitation work they undertook must have certainly sustained Nehru’s spirit who 

then as Prime Minister had to deal with this horrifying state of affairs that had 

engulfed the country. Therefore the nationalist spirit which he had shown during the 

freedom struggle had to be kept alive even after independence so that he could work 

towards the building of the newly formed nation of India.  

 Nehru had always argued that the progress of a nation depended on the 

position of women and that it is the women who could mould and build the nation. 

So it was very important that women be made “powerful symbols of India’s new 

nationhood, as well as contributors to national reconstruction.”71 So the new 

Constitution gave rights to women equal with every other citizens of the country 

which led to their empowerment. In this way women could also come forward and 
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participate fully in the nation building process. Women themselves had been 

involved in the deliberations of making of the Constitution which itself shows that in 

the framing of the Constitution for a new nation, Nehru is likely to have got many 

significant insights into what women really desired for themselves and this guided 

him in the process of Constitution making. 

 When Jawaharlal Nehru was criticized for agreeing to join India in the 

Commonwealth, Begum Aizaz Rasul, one of the woman member of the Constituent 

Assembly, strongly supported Nehru’s decision in the Constituent Assembly. 

Justifying Nehru’s stand she said in her speech: 

 “I think it stands to the greater credit of India and to its Prime Minister that he has 
been able to shake away the old ties of suspicion and mistrust that were prevalent in 
India against Great Britain and has been able to accept the hand of friendship 
extended to India in order that India may progress on the lines of peace and 
prosperity.”72 

 
  In this way women were supporting Nehru’s cause and in this way was 

making the nationalist in him strong that guided him in the building of the nation of 

his dreams. 

 The objective of Nehru’s foreign policy had been the preservation of world 

peace and enlargement of human freedom. After independence, India had to grapple 

with the herculean task of building up of a country of 360 millions, with its legacy 

of poverty and the manifold problems that stemmed from it.73 Therefore in such a 

difficult time when India needed time to raise her standards and adjust to the new 

responsibilities crowding on her, there was no time for her to think of following an 

aggressive foreign policy with anyone. In fact at this time she needed the 

sympathetic understanding of the world in order to help her build up the nation. This 
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resulted in India ‘proclaiming friendship towards all nations’, and remained non-

aligned to the military blocs. Therefore Non-alignment became the keystone of 

Nehru’s foreign policy and in this way India earned the respect of Asian countries 

that achieved independence after India, ‘and newly emerging African states, made 

non-alignment an important plank in their foreign policies’ for reasons similar to 

India.74 The assignment of diplomatic missions in various countries to Vijaya 

Lakshmi Pandit by Nehru indeed proved to be of great help to him because Vijaya 

Lakshmi being his sister he could depend on her perspective and conduct of world 

affairs. As he told her when she was send to the United States.: “I am quite sure that 

you will be able to serve India to great advantage. There is no doubt that America 

can help us tremendously in many ways.”75 Through her Nehru perhaps got the 

motivation to apply his spirit in his mind towards the conduct of the foreign affairs. 

He could talk of the crisis of his country to the world through her as is evident on 

various occasions. For instance when India suffered from famine in the early fifties 

and it became necessary for her to ask for wheat loans from abroad, Vijaya Lakshmi 

approached Washington for foodgrains. Vijaya Lakshmi’s official assistance to 

Nehru at the time of the country’s crisis perhaps served to keep the nationalist in 

Nehru intact. In this way there were many instances how Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit 

sought to help him in many occasions in the conduct of the foreign policy and this in 

a way sought to keep his nationalist spirits in good stead and help him in the cause 

of building the new nation. 

 Therefore Nehru whole-heartedly devoted his mind, energy and active life to 

leading his country into freedom and then steering the nation into the path of 

modernity. Such was Nehru’s greatest contribution to the country and the people of 
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India. But the discussion above reveals that the greatness of Nehru was not only due 

to Nehru himself. Though many factors contributed to the emergence of Nehru as a 

great leader and as a leading nationalist of his time, but one of the most important 

factor was certainly the role played by women in influencing the life of Nehru and 

particularly in keeping the nationalist spirit vibrant and intact in him so that he 

would not lose his way in achieving his grand dream of directing the country to 

freedom and in the making of modern India. 

.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



182	
	

NOTES AND REFERENCES 

																																																													
1 Jawaharlal Nehru, An Autobiography (Henceforth AA), Penguin Books, New Delhi, 2004, 
pp. 5-6. 
 
2 Judith Brown, Nehru: A Political Life, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2003, p.35. 
 
3 Ibid., p.7 
 
4 B.N. Pandey, Nehru, Rupa Publications, New Delhi, 2011, p. 36 
 
5 Ibid., p.33 
 
6 Ibid. 
 
7 Gopal S., Selected Works of Jawharlal Nehru, Vol. 1 (Henceforth SWJN), Orient 
Longman, New Delhi, 1972, p.25.  Letter from Jawaharlal to Motilal Nehru, 17 May, 1907 
 
8 Ibid., p.21. 
 
9 Ibid. 
 
10 B.R. Nanda, Jawaharlal Nehru: Rebel and Statesman, Oxford University Press, New 
Delhi, 1998, p.6. 
 
11 The Irish Nationalist Movement. 
 
12 Cited in Suruchi Thapar-Bjorkert, Women in the Indian National Movement: Unseen 
Faces and Unheard Voices, 1930-42, Sage Publications, New Delhi, 2006, p.82. 
 
13 Letter from Rameshwari Nehru to Jawaharlal Nehru, 13.8.1905, Nehru Papers, Vol. 71. 
 
14 Ibid. Letter from Rameshwari Nehru to Jawaharlal Nehru, 29.10.1906. 
 
15 B.N. Pandey, op.cit., p. 58. 
 
16 SWJN, Vol.1, p.104.  The Press Act of 1910 authorized the Government to demand 
securities from new printing presses and newspapers upto Rs. 2000 and from established 
ones upto Rs.5000. 
 
17 For details see Ibid.  
  
18 Jawaharlal Nehru, AA, p. 34. 
 
19 SWJN ,Vol. 1, p 106. 
 
20 Ibid., p.107. 
 
21 Ibid., pp. 107-108. 
 
22 B.N. Pandey, op.cit., p.60. 
 



183	
	

																																																																																																																																																																												
23 Ibid. 
 
24 Rafiq Zakaria, A Study of Nehru, A Times of India of India Publication, Bombay, 1960, p 
10. 
 
25 KrishnaNehru Hutheesing & Alden Hatch, We Nehrus, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, New 
York, 1967, p. 9. 
 
26 Ibid. 
 
27 Ibid., p. 40. 
 
28 Ibid., p. 41 
 
29 Judith Brown, op.cit., p. 68. 
 
30 SWJN ,Vol.11, p.594. Letter from Jawaharlal Nehru to Indira Nehru, 15 May, 1941. 
 
31 Jawaharlal Nehru, AA, p. 581. 
 
32 Ibid., p. 83. 
 
33 Ibid., p. 114. 
 
34Krishna Nehru Hutheesing, With No Regrets: An Autobiography, The John Day Company, 
New York, p. 11. 
 
35 Ibid., p. 69. 
 
36 Ibid. 
 
37 Ibid., p.225. 
 
38 Jawaharlal Nehru, AA, p.586. 
 
39 Ibid. 
 
40 A Bunch of Old Letters: Written Mostly to Jawaharlal Nehru and some written by him, 
Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 1988, p.75. Letter from Sarojini Naidu to Jawaharlal 
Nehru 29 September, 1929. 
 
41Ibid., p. 449. Letter from Madame Chiang Kai-shek to Jawaharlal Nehru, 10 September, 
1940,  
 
42 SWJN, Vol.12, p.476. Jawaharlal Nehru’s Speech at Shraddhanand Park, Calcutta, 20 
Februrary 1942. 
 
43 Ibid. 
 
44 Ibid., p. 478. 
 



184	
	

																																																																																																																																																																												
45 Letter from Madame Chiang Kai-shek to Jawaharlal Nehru, 29 April, 1940. Nehru 
Papers. Part I, Vol. XIII. 
 
46Bunch of Old Letters: Written Mostly to Jawaharlal Nehru and some written by him, 
op.cit., p. 450. 
 
47 Ibid., p. 455.Letter from Madame Chiang Kai-shek to Jawaharlal Nehru, 16 January, 
1941. 
 
48 In Second World War the chief Allied powers were Great Britain, France, the Soviet 
Union, the United States and China. 
 
49 Laura Tyson Li, Madame Chiang Kai-shek: China’s Eternal First Lady, Grove Press, 
New York, 2006, p.169. 
 
50 Ibid., p.170. 
 
51 Ibid. 
 
52 Hannah Pakula, The Last Empress: Madame Chiang Kai-shek and the Birth of Modern 
China, Simon and Schuster, New York, 2009, p. 378. 
 
53Laura Tyson Li, op.cit., p.378.  
 
54 Letter from Madame Chiang Kai-shek to Jawaharlal Nehru, 22 April, 1942, Nehru 
Papers, Part I, Vol. XIII. 
 
 55 Ibid., Letter from Madame Chiang Kai-shek to Jawaharlal Nehru, 17 November, 1939,  
 
56 ‘Nehru’s Internal Impact on India as Prime Minister’ an article by Dr.Shankar Dayal 
Sharma  in John Grigg (ed.), Nehru Memorial Lectures 1966-1991, Oxford University 
Press, New York, 1992, p.215. 
 
57 SWJN, Second Series, Vol.4, p.26. Jawaharalal Nehru to Louis Mountbatten, 27 August 
1947.  
 
58 Cited in Richard Hough, Edwina: Countess Mountbatten of Burma, Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, London, 1983, p.193. 
 
59 Ibid. 
 
60 Madeline Masson, Edwina: The Biography of the Countess Mountbatten of Burma, 
Robert Hale Limited, London, 1958, p.202. 
 
61 Marie Seton, Panditji: A Potrait of Jawaharlal Nehru, Rupa & Co, Calcutta, 1967, p.136. 
 
62 Philip Ziegler, Mountbatten: The Official Biography, William Collins, London, 1985, 
pp.436-437. 
 
63 Marie Seton, op.cit., p.136. 
 
64 Krishna Nehru Hutheesing & Alden Hatch, op.cit., p. 207. 



185	
	

																																																																																																																																																																												
 
65 Wife of John Mathai. John Mathai was an economist. He served as India’s first Railway 
Minister and later as India’s Finance Minister under Nehru’s Cabinet. 
 
66 Om Prakash Paliwal, Rameshwari Nehru, National Book Trust, New Delhi, 1986, p.41. 
 
67 Vinod Tagra, Jawaharlal Nehru and the Status of Women in India: An Analytical Study, 
Reliance Publishing House, New Delhi, 2006, p.256. 
 
68 Cited in Ibid. 
 
69 The reference is to the National Council of Women in India founded in 1925 for raising 
the status of women through education, medical facilities, family planning, etc. 
 
70 SWJN, Second Series, Vol. 5, p.114. 
 
71 Judith Brown, op.cit., p. 202. 
 
72 Selected Speeches of Women Members of The Constituent Assembly, Rajya Sabha 
Secretariat, New Delhi, 2012, p.18. 
 
73 Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, The Scope of Happiness: A Personal Memoir, Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, London, 1979, p. 254. 
 
74 Ibid. 
 
75 SWJN, Second Series, Vol.11, p. 405. 



186	
	

Chapter-V 
 

IMAGINING MODERN INDIA BY NEHRU- RESPONSE 
OF WOMEN AND ITS HORIZON 

 
 “We have to build the noble mansion of free India where all her children may 
dwell.” 
          
         Jawaharlal Nehru1 
 
 

Jawaharlal Nehru occupies a unique place not only in the history of India, 

but also of the world. His charismatic leadership which was the result of his multi-

splendoured personality, undoubtedly led to the emergence of Nehru as a leading 

figure and leader of the world. It may be said that the two most radiant sides of his 

multi-faceted personality were a ‘brave heart and wise head’, which was clearly 

discernible in his determined courage as a fighter for India’s independence and his 

profound wisdom as an architect of modern India. As he stated in a message to the 

press on 15 August, 1947 that in order to built a better future for his country he 

endeavoured: 

“To bring freedom and opportunity to the common man, to the peasants and workers of 
India; to fight and end poverty and ignorance and disease; to build up a prosperous, 
democratic and progressive nation, and to create social, economic and political institutions 
which will ensure justice and fullness of life to every man and woman.”2 

 
 Nehru’s vision for India had already been shaped during the days of the 

Indian freedom struggle, and following independence after becoming the undisputed 

leader as well as the head of the state and Prime Minister of free India, he got the 

opportunity to translate his visions into practice. Though it was a period of trial for 

Nehru and India as a country was just a newly born nation with the travails of 

partition leaving its distinct mark on it and a huge and herculean task lay ahead in 
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building the nation, yet Nehru, a man of myriad vision showed great statesmanship 

and foresight in moulding and steering the destiny of the nascent country. Therefore 

after independence Nehru symbolized the hopes and aspirations of free India and as 

a maker of modern India his services were unparalled. Dr. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan 

the second President of India and a great Indian philosopher and statesman once said 

about Nehru, “No homage is necessary for him. Modern India is the greatest 

monument which he has built for himself.”3 In this respect, this chapter is a humble 

attempt to delve into the great vision of Nehru and his efforts in building of a 

powerful and prosperous India through the various policies he established and 

formulated so that India might have a “place of honour and equality in the comity of 

nations.”4 And in this regard, it would also be interesting to deal with the role and 

response of women towards Nehru in influencing, guiding and helping him in the 

process of nation building.  

 After independence, Nehru symbolized the forces of the resurgence of a 

newly born nation. He had great vision for his country and when the country was 

under British rule, he had always imagined and visualized the dream of a free and 

independent India and wanted India to occupy an important position in the world 

affairs. After the dream of independence was realized, again Nehru was faced with 

the onerous task of building his newly founded nation. But before proceeding further 

towards building India of his dreams and ideals, he had to face a grueling and 

harrowing time dealing with the communal violence which was unleashed as a result 

of partition that came with independence. Partition saw an orgy of murder, arson, 

looting and violence. Therefore in order to build up a modern India, Nehru had to 

first divert his attention towards the disruptive communal forces which had marred 
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the nation. And in this connection, it may be relevant here to point out the role 

women played in assisting Nehru in this task of dealing with communal violence, 

migration problem and the rehabilitation of the refugees. 

 Women came up forward in a remarkable way to undertake the task of relief 

amongst the refugees. In this context the outstanding work done by Edwina 

Mountbatten amongst the refugees is well known which is discussed in detail in the 

fourth chapter. She worked with great vigour and enthusiasm amongst the partition 

victims. Mridula Sarabhai tried and protected the Muslims in Amritsar and East 

Punjab and arranged for their safe evacuation, while at the same time helped to 

rehabilitate the Hindu and Sikh refugees who poured in from West Punjab and she 

kept the Prime Minister informed of the developments in Punjab.5 Lady 

Mountbatten together with Mridula Sarabhai visited the transit camps in Amritsar 

and Jullundur districts. The special problems presented by uprooted women and 

children required urgent attention. In order to solve these problems, many women 

organizations particularly All India Women’s Conference and YWCA (Young 

Women’s Christian Association) mobilized active workers and contributed 

substantially.6 To formulate and enforce a proper policy on the rehabilitation of 

women refugees, a small Advisory Committee of women social workers in the 

Ministry of Rehabilitation had been appointed with Rameshwari Nehru as a the 

honorary Director. This Committee was charged with the responsibility for the care, 

maintenance and rehabilitation of uprooted women and children from Pakistan. 

Mridula Sarabhai through a network of activities also worked for rehabilitation of 

Hindu refugees who had been uprooted from their homes in the Pak-held territory of 

Jammu and Kashmir state. In 1950 when Hindus in East Bengal were under 
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increasing pressure to leave their homes and migration started, followed by Muslim 

migration from West Bengal, Nehru showing full faith and confidence on Mridula 

deputed her to visit Calcutta and start relief work under the auspices of the United 

Council for Relief and Welfare (UCRW). She plunged into relief work with great 

vigour and devotion in face of stiff opposition from the Hindu mobs.  Besides, many 

other Indian women like Amrit Kaur, Sucheta Kripalini, Rameshwari Nehru, Indira 

Gandhi and many others, also contributed greatly in the relief work amongst the 

refugees as has been discussed in the fourth chapter, and in this way it can be said 

that through their work and activities one can gauge the horizon of women’s 

response in helping Nehru build up the tattered nation into a strong and unified 

nation as conceived by him 

 It can be seen that apparently the reflections of Nehru’s vision of India was 

clearly visible in the process of Constitution making. Prior to independence itself, 

Nehru had already visualized the need of a Constituent Assembly which would 

satisfy the Indian aspirations and had pressed constantly on having its own broad-

based representative Constituent Assembly for framing a Constitution for new India. 

Criticizing the British Government’s proposal for constitutional reforms in India in 

1933 embodied in a White Paper7, Nehru forcefully articulated for a representative 

Constituent Assembly for India and writing an article from Lucknow for the Daily 

Herald, he said on October 2, 1933: “A political solution of the struggle can only 

come when the Indian people can settle their own Constitution in a popularly elected 

Constituent Assembly…….”8 This was how he introduced the concept of 

Constituent Assembly in the Indian political system as the vehicle of national will.9 
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Reiterating the need by the people of India to frame the Constitution of India 

without outside interference he said: 

“The National Congress stands for Independence and a democratic state. It has proposed 
that the Constitution of free India must be framed, without outside interference by a 
Constituent Assembly elected on the basis of adult franchise.”10 

 
 This reflected the deep desire and innate feeling of Nehru of the need for the 

achievement of Independent India and that she should have her own Constitution. 

With this cherished dream for his country, the first task Nehru had to carry out for 

building up modern India was to frame the Constitution for India and his role in the 

process of Constitution-making was decisive. The Constituent Assembly which 

opened on 9 December 1946 was a truly unique occasion in the long history of India 

as representatives of the people met for the first time to determine the future 

Constitution of India.11 For Nehru also it was day of fulfillment as his cherished 

dream had come true and equally unique was the historic Objective Resolution 

which was moved by Nehru on 13 December 1946 which reflected his political 

acumen and his vision of new India. The Objective Resolution stated thus: 

1. “This Constituent Assembly declares its firm and solemn resolve to proclaim India 
as an Independent Sovereign Republic and to draw up for her future governance a 
Constitution; 

2. Wherein the territories that now comprise British India, the territories that now form 
the Indian States, and such other parts of India as are outside British India and the 
States as well as such other territories as are willing to be constituted into the 
Independent Sovereign India, shall be a Union of them all; and   

3. Wherein the said territories, whether with their present boundaries or with such 
others as may be determined by the Constituent Assembly and thereafter according 
to the Law of the Constitution, shall possess and retain the status of autonomous 
Units, together with residuary powers, and exercise all powers and functions of 
government and administration, save and except such powers and functions as are 
vested in or assigned to the Union, or as are inherent or implied in the Union or 
resulting therefrom; and 

4. Wherein all power and authority of the Sovereign Independent India, its constituent 
parts and organs of government, are derived from the people; and 

5. Wherein shall be guaranteed and secured to all the people of India justice, social, 
economic and political; equality of status, of opportunity, and before the law; 
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freedom of thought, expression, belief, faith, worship, vocation, association and 
action, subject to law and public morality; and 

6. Wherein adequate safeguards shall be provided for minorities, backward and tribal 
areas, and depressed and other backward classes; and 

7. Wherein shall be maintained the integrity of the territory of the Republic and its 
sovereign rights on land, sea and air according to justice and the law of civilized 
nations; and 

8. This ancient land attain its rightful and honoured place in the world and make its 
full and willing contribution to the promotion of world peace and the welfare of 
mankind.”12 
 

According to Nehru, the Constitution had been the ‘nation’s dream and 

aspiration’. For him the Constitution was not just a resolution but it was much more 

than a resolution. It was a Declaration, a pledge, an undertaking and a dedication for 

everyone. Appealing everyone to look at the spirit behind the Resolution he said: 

 
“Words are magic things often enough, but even the magic of words sometimes cannot 
convey the magic of the human spirit and of a nation’s passion. And so, I cannot say that 
this Resolution at all conveys the passion that lies in the hearts and the minds of the Indian 
people today. It seeks very feebly to tell the world what we have thought or dreamt of so 
long, and what we now hope to achieve in the near future.”13 
 
 
 He maintained that the integrity and welfare of the nation should be 

uppermost in the mind when the Constitution was being framed and he appealed to 

his fellow men to rise above party and think of the nation and also, of the world at 

large of which the Indian nation was a part. He said: 

 

“When I think of the work of this Constituent Assembly, it seems to me the time has come 
when we should, so far as we are capable of it, rise above our ordinary selves and party 
disputes and think of the great problem before us in the widest and most tolerant and most 
effective manner so that, whatever we may produce, will be worthy of India as a whole and 
will be such that the world will recognize that we have functioned, in this high adventure.”14 
 
 
 As Nehru himself was a great internationalist, he had a vision that India 

would play an important and vital role in the world affairs and to him India had 

already ‘begun to play an important part in world affairs’. Hence he wanted the 
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Constitution makers to bear the larger international aspect in mind while framing the 

Constitution. In this age of turmoil in the world, a New India “taking birth-

renascent, vital, fearless”15, Nehru referred to the heavy task of constitution building 

and he wanted to give a world perspective to the deliberations of the Constituent 

Assembly. He remarked: “In this Constituent Assembly we are functioning on a 

world stage and the eyes of the world are upon us.”16 The Constitution which the 

Constituent Assembly was going to make for India and it was obvious that what was 

done in India was going to do, would ‘have a powerful effect on the rest of the 

world’. 

 Thus Nehru’s Objective Resolution served as guiding principles to the 

Constituent Assembly and “philosophy that was to permeate its task of constitution-

making, his eloquent and inspiring address, full of the spirit of hope, determination 

and defiance, set the tenor and tone for future Assembly deliberations.”17 

Incidentally, though Nehru did not take direct part in the drafting of the 

Constitution, yet he contributed immensely in laying down its fundamental 

principles and giving it shape and spirit. Indira Gandhi rightly observed: “The spirit 

of our Constitution bears the imprint of his (Nehru) inspiration even though the 

forms might have been devised by professional lawyers.”18 Therefore “Nehru’s 

vision of India were clearly embodied in this seminal document of national 

identity.”19 

 In this connection it would be important to look into the active part played by 

women members in the deliberations of the Constituent Assembly who also played a 

significant role in the framing of the Constitution, and in this way was responsive to 

the Objective Resolutions and the ideals as laid down by Jawaharlal Nehru. They 
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participated and debated on the various clauses of the draft Constitution with full 

vigour and great enthusiasm. Simultaneously, this in a way also reflected that they 

were equally empowered like men to decide on the future of the nation.  There were 

15 women Members of the Constituent Assembly. They were Ammu Swaminathan, 

Annie Mascarene, Begum Aizaz Rasul, Dakshayani Veluyadan, G. Durgabai, Hansa 

Mehta, Kamla Chaudhri, Leela Ray, Malati Chowdhury, Purnima Banerjee, 

Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, Renuka Ray, Sarojini Naidu, Sucheta Kripalani and Vijaya 

Lakshmi Pandit.  

 
 Hansa Mehta, infact strongly supported the Objective Resolution moved by 

Nehru. In the House firstly, describing the plight which the women of India faced 

over the centuries and emphasizing on the point that the women’s organization to 

which she belonged never demanded for reserved seats, quotas or separate 

electorates, and what they have asked for was social justice, economic justice, and 

political justice and that India could not attain its rightful and honoured place 

without the co-operation of women, she graciously welcomed the Resolution of 

Nehru for the great promise which it held and that the objectives embodied in the 

Resolution would be transformed into reality.20 On 14 August, 1947, Hansa Mehta 

while presenting the National Flag to the Constituent Assembly on behalf of the 

women of India and as a gift from the women of India remarked: “We pledged 

ourselves to work for a great India, for building up a nation that will be a nation 

among nations.”21Moreover her reflections on the constitution in a speech given on 

22 November, 1949 could be seen when she said: “nowhere in the Constitution have 

we defined ‘minorities’.”22 Further she pointed out that the Constitution has made 

every effort to guarantee equal protection of law, equality of status, equality of 
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opportunity and religious rights.23 She also expressed her sense of satisfaction and 

pride when she said: “the abolition of untouchability is the greatest thing that we 

have done and posterity will be very proud of this.”24 

 
 In the Constituent Assembly, Dakshayani Velayudan strongly appealed that 

the Constituent Assembly not only frame a Constitution but also give people a new 

framework of life. She expressed her strong belief that power came from the people. 

She also appealed to the Harijan delegates of the Constituent Assembly that they 

should not harp on separatism as moral safeguard instead of safegurads would give 

real protection to the underdogs of the country. She was confident of the fact that the 

“only an independent Socialist Indian Republic can give freedom and equality of 

status to the Harijans.”25 Expressing confidence on the historic Objective Resolution 

passed by Nehru she hoped that “every provision is made for the development of the 

every individual in this land”26 and with this she strongly hoped that “in the future 

independent India the Harijans will have an honoured place as every other citizen of 

this land.”27 She gave a very defining speech in the Constitutent Assembly on her 

own views on how the minorities should be represented. Her strong arguments 

against separate electorates and reservation system “was in support of a nationalist 

narrative that sought economic and social upliftment rather than looking to politics 

as a means to eradicate the system of untouchability.”28 In her speech on 28 August, 

1948 she pointed out that:  

“As long as the Scheduled Castes, or the Harijans or by whatever name they may be called, 
are economic slaves of other people, there is no meaning demanding either separate 
electorates or joint electorates or any other kind of electorates with this kind of percentage. 
Personally speaking, I am not in favour of any kind of reservation in any place 
whatsoever.”29 

  



195	
	

 Since Purnima Banerjee was of the firm belief that unless one member of the 

state appreciates the religion of another, it would be impossible to built up a united 

India. Therefore in a debate in the Assembly on 30 August, 1947, she insisted that a 

new paragraph should be included which read as:   

“All religious education given in educational institutions receiving Statewide will be in the 
nature of the elementary philosophy of comparative religions calculated to broaden the 
pupil’s mind rather than such as will foster sectarian exclusiveness.”30 
 
  
 Therefore she debated that Government should take upon the responsibility 

to ensure that through approved curriculum, proper appreciation of all religions 

should be inculcated into students for the sake of unity of country.31 The other issues 

which she discussed in the Assembly related to composition and qualifications of 

those holding offices in the Upper House, demand for humane treatment of those 

detained or arrested and return of women in the seats vacated by women in the 

Constituent Assembly, mention of the word sovereignty of the people in the 

Constitution and so on.  

  
 Only the contributions of few women have been highlighted in brief above as 

it is difficult to discuss the role of every women members in the present context. 

However it may be pointed out that: “the presence of women members in the 

Constituent Assembly has been described by Professor Grenville Austin as the most 

important event after Philadelphia Convention of the US in 1787.”32 Their speeches 

in the Constituent Assembly reflect that: “they were aware of the retardation 

suffered by India due to colonial rule and the new opportunities available to Indians, 

particularly the women, to enjoy equal rights enshrined in the Constitution for 

them.”33 Their active participation by highlighting the various issues and debating 

on various clauses and amendments “added the verve and elan to the debates in the 
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Constituent Assembly.”34 This also clearly reflects that in the making of modern 

India by Nehru through the framing of the Constitution, he received a vibrant 

response from the women members and their notable role in the Constitution making 

also marks an important chapter in the history of India. 

   
 Another area where Jawaharlal Nehru’s vision of modern India was clearly 

reflected was the honoured and rightful place he wanted to give women in the 

society and the nation, for women were “one of the most important living symbols 

of India’s new beginning” according to Nehru.35 Nehru, who strongly advocated 

equality of both men and women in every aspects of life, was able to realize this  

vision through the Constitution which was framed which provided for equality 

before law (Article 14), that the state would not discriminate against any citizen on 

grounds only of religion, race, caste, sex, place of birth or any of them(Article 

15(j)), equality of opportunity for all citizens in matters relating to employment or 

appointment to any office under the State (Article16) and the State would direct its 

policy towards securing for men and women equally the right to an adequate means 

of livelihood(Article 39(a)) and equal pay for equal work for both men and women 

(Article 39(d) and many more. In this way through constitutional guarantee, Nehru 

was truly successful in his cherished dream of bringing women at par with men. 

Therefore women also now had an important role to play in Free India. The All 

India Women’s Conference, one of the oldest women’s organizations in India, in 

fact provided a very useful platform for women to exchange their ideas and 

formulate programmes for much needed nation-building activities, particularly in the 

field of welfare of women and children.36 
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 Nehru had also been concerned of the plight of the Hindu women prior to 

independence. The Hindu women suffered from serious inequities in social law and 

custom. The evils of child marriage and dowry prevailed. There was dowry, and 

divorce was not allowed. Women were not allowed to inherit property. This had 

made the condition of Hindu widows very pathetic. Nehru had seen the plight of his 

own sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, when after the death of her husband Ranjit 

Pandit, all the property went to her husband’s younger brother. Therefore Nehru was 

bent on to do something to improve the status of the women in regard to property 

rights. The Hindu Code Bill which has been discussed in detail in the sixth chapter 

(of the dissertation) will also be touched here in the light of the response of women 

towards the passing of the Bill. In a note prepared by the All-India Women’s 

Conference on the Planning Commission’s Draft outline of the First Five year Plan 

it pointed out that: 

“Removal of inequalities among the different strata of society, raising the status and position 
of women, establishing equality of the sexes before the law and generally bringing society 
on a pattern comfortable with the needs of modern civilization, have now become 
urgent…… The Hindu Code will fulfill this need to some extent.”37 
 
  
 The Hindu Law Committee under B.N. Rau was established by the 

Government in 1941 and 1944 to look into the question of codification. The Hindu 

Code Bill was debated during 1943-44 in the Central Legislative Assembly. 

However there was a strong opposition from the orthodox group. But the Bill was 

supported by most of the representatives of women’s organizations like All India 

Women’s Conference (AIWC), Bombay organizations such as the Gujarati Stri 

Mandal and Seva Sadan, and Calcutta organization such as Nari Sikasha and All 

Bengal Women’s Union.38 “The AIWC in its journal Roshni pressed strongly for a 

Hindu Code in which men and women would have equal rights in inheritance and 
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marriage.”39 The specific demands of the AIWC included equal rights of 

inheritance, marriage, and guardianship, requirement of the consent of both parties 

for marriage, prohibition of polygamy, and legalization of divorce.40 When the draft 

code of the Hindu Bill was prepared by the Rau Committee, the AIWC responded 

very positively to it. In an article written by Muthulakshmi Reddi, she stated that “it 

was necessary to give mothers an equal legal status in order to regain the full dignity 

of Hindus.”41 Incidentally the central point of argument of women’s organization 

was that “gender equality in Hindu Law was a necessary measure for national 

development.”42 Therefore in this way there was mass support from the women’s 

organization to the Hindu Code Bill. 

 Since Nehru strongly asserted saying that: “I am personally anxious to do 

everything in my power to advance the cause of women in the country”43, therefore 

after independence he became very keen to have the Hindu Code Bill passed. 

Incidentally, he received great support from women in this respect. Rajkumari Amrit 

Kaur, Durgabai Deshmukh, Ammu Swaminathan, Sucheta Kripalani, Begum Aizaz 

Rasul and others “supported the social reforms and made great effort to push the 

Hindu Code Bill through.”44 When the Bill after some modifications was referred to 

the Select Committee under the chairmanship of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, the Law 

Minister, and some delay occurred in submitting the report of the Select Committee, 

Kitty Shiva Rau45 and Renuka Ray followed up the matter with Nehru and other 

Congress party members and reminded them of party’s commitment to women’s 

equality and to the principles of the Code.46 In this regard the role of the AIWC in 

mobilizing the support to the Hindu Code Bill was also noteworthy. The AIWC 

drew up memorandum and circulated it among the members of the Constituent 
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Assembly and also gave good publicity in the Delhi newspapers and when the 

Congress Legislative Party met to consider the issue some 120 women waited in a 

deputation outside the room.47 These efforts of the AIWC led to the government 

giving assurance that the Code would be taken up in the Budget session.  

  
 When the Bill was introduced by BR Ambedkar in the  Constituent 

Assembly one of the women members Hansa Mehta referred to the Bill as a 

“revolutionary one even though ‘we are not quite satisfied with it, it will be a great 

landmark in the social history of the Hindus’.”48 However, there were strong protests 

from Congress leaders like Rajendra Prasad, Vallabhai Patel , Pattabhi Sitaramayya 

and Purshottamdas Tandon, The AIWC, however did not lose hope and continued to 

carry on its propaganda, and a special portfolio for the Hindu Code Bill was created 

which was held by Purnima Banerjee and a member of the U.P. Legislative 

Assembly and later by Mithan Lam.49 In order to mobilize support, meetings were 

held everywhere and resolutions and telegrams were sent to the Members of 

Parliament by the branches of AIWC. Renuka Ray also narrates in her book “My 

Reminiscences”, when the orthodox group resorted to filibustering to oppose the 

Bill, she and Durgabai Deshmukh told Nehru “of the manipulations and 

manoeuvrings that were being resorted to for delaying the enactment of the Bill.”50 

However Nehru told them to have faith in him and strongly assured them that the 

social legislation would be made an election manifesto of his Party and that he 

would not leave any stones unturned to get the legislation through.51 

 
 Aparna Basu and Bharati Ray while narrating the activities of the AIWC in 

support of the Hindu Code Bill writes: 
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“The branches were very active during the years 1953-5, arranging meetings to mobilize 
public opinion for the Hindu Marriage and Succession Bills and other government Bills of 
social importance. An All-India Day for the removal of legal disabilities was successfully 
held on 19 April 194. In September 1954, Roshni, the journal of the AIWC, published a 
special issue on Women’s Legal Disabilities. It included articles by Prabhudas Patwai,a 
senior advocate of the Supreme Court and MLC, K.Rajan Iyer, Ex-Advocate General, 
Madras, Mithan Lam, Lakshmi Menon and others.”52 
 
 
 Finally during 1954-56 a series of Act collectively known as the Hindu Code 

Bill was passed viz., (a) The Hindu Marriage Act (b) The Hindu Succession Act (c) 

The Hindu Minority and Guardianship Act (d) The Hindu Adoption and 

Guardianship Act.  

 
 The Madras branch of the All India Women Conference positively responded 

to the passage of the Hindu Code Bill and offered its whole hearted support to the 

Hindu Code, the Special Marriage Act, the Hindu Succession Law and to all those 

measures in Parliament that aimed at giving the women property of inheritance, of 

adoption and maintenance.53 Thus Pandit Nehru’s strong support of women’s rights 

was clearly demonstrated as a result of the passage of the Hindu Code Bill. Nehru’s 

strong endeavour and true spirit to get the Bill passed also had the overwhelming 

support of the women which truly acted as a moral force on him in overcoming all 

the hurdles and hardships which he had to go through till the Bill finally became a 

reality. In this way Hindu Code Bill stands out to be symbol of women’s response in 

helping Nehru in the building of the nation, where he wanted to see women at par 

with men in all fields.  

 
 Next area where Nehru’s vision of modern India was clearly manifested was 

in the field of planning. Through planning, he wanted to bring about modernization 

of the country in all the three spheres of life-political, social and economic. The 

most important goal of planning was removal of mass poverty. His ideas on 
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economic planning had developed long before independence. His held the strong 

conviction that economic planning was born out of his passionate concern for the 

poor and his commitment that Government must ameliorate the sufferings and 

improve the lot of the masses. Nehru’s “authoritative and comprehensive statement 

on economic planning came to be embodied in the resolution on social and 

economic matters adopted by the Congress at its Karachi session in March 1931.”54 

His presidential speech to the Lucknow session in 1936 clearly reflected his ardent 

faith in economic planning for the social and economic development of the 

country.55 Moreover the National Planning Committee appointed in October 1938 

with Nehru as its Chairman, aimed at formulating comprehensive scheme of national 

planning for industrialization of the country. A plan for securing women equal 

opportunity for training and employment was also included in its plan economy. The 

immediate objective of the National Planning Committee was to attack the appalling 

poverty and unemployment in India and thereby improve the standards of people. 

This implied greater production and equal distribution, which in turn meant rapid 

co-ordinated growth of industry, scientific agriculture and the social services 

directed towards the betterment of the people as a whole.56 Though the National 

Planning Committee included scientists, economists, businessmen and industrialists 

and comprehensive reports were being forged out from the twenty-nine Sub-

Committees which had been appointed, but the first planning effort had to be ended 

because of the arrest of Nehru on 31 October, 1940. However this “gave 

considerable experience to the future architects of national planning in independent 

India, and thus helped speed up the pace when the country was really in a position to 

adopt planning as a part of the process of development.”57 
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 The Five Year Plans initiated by the Planning Commission under Nehru 

heralded a new era which changed the face of whole India. It not only dealt with 

industry and agriculture, but also with such other important matters as irrigation, 

power, communications, transportation, education and social welfare.58 As far as the 

women issues were concerned the First Five Year Plan was mainly welfare oriented 

towards them, as a sequel to which The Central Social Welfare Board (CSWB) was 

set up in 1953 under the Chairmanship of Dr. Durgabai Deshmukh59 during the First 

Five Year Plan. Commendable assistance was received from the Women’s Panel set 

up by the Planning Commission in finalizing the proposals in the field of social 

welfare. Pioneer efforts were also made by women in the formulating, processing 

and execution of the Plan schemes of National Planning in India.60 In this way 

women also responded positively to the welfare oriented schemes developed by 

Nehru’s Government and also took an active part in the assisting the Government in 

the successful running of the schemes. 

  
 The aim of the Central Social Welfare Board was to direct and promote 

welfare programmes throughout the country on a sound and scientific basis specially 

for aiding voluntary welfare organizations to improve, expand their activities and for 

starting new organizations in places where there were none. The Central Social 

Welfare Board was an interface between the Government and the voluntary sector 

for social development in the country and it contributed immensely in encouraging, 

assisting and promoting the growth of voluntary organizations for reaching the 

neglected women and children of the country. The programmes for women were 

implemented through the National Extension Service Programmes through 

Community Development Blocks. Tara Ali Baig, while highlighting Durgabai 



203	
	

Deshmukh’s organizing capability and her commitment towards the Central Social 

Welfare Board remarked: “If the Central Social Welfare Board is one of Durgabai’s 

most enduring development activities, the fact that over 20,000 unpaid workers were 

mobilized for this work all over the country is a tribute to her rare administrative 

ability.”61 The Central Social Welfare Board successfully carried out the “Welfare 

Extension Projects” in rural areas in every district. As a result of her vision and the 

continued efforts’ of her successors even today there exists a widespread network of 

voluntary organizations that still carry welfare services to the remote corners of the 

country.62 In this way she played a vital role in supporting Nehru in his grandiose 

scheme of welfare measures for women through voluntary activities. 

 
 However the All India Women’s Conference was also vocal and brought to 

the attention of the Government some of the limitations of the First Year Plan as it 

the failed to deliver to the rural women the benefits of the Community Development 

Programmes. In a note prepared by Dr.Krishna Bai Nimbkar, an active member of 

the AIWC on July 14, 1955 for consideration and adoption by the Ad Hoc 

Committee set up by the AIWC to formulate suggestions for incorporation in the 

Second Five Year Plan, Dr.Krishna Bai Nimbkar, pointed out: 

 
“When certain provisions was made in the First Five Year Plans, under Special Services, it 
was expected that this would suffice to cover the needs of the programme then conceived, 
and through its implementation, rural women would be drawn into the ambit of 
Development activity. But since the First Plan went into action……… it has become very 
clear that rural women, by and large have remained almost untouched, and that the time has 
now come for the formulation of a special clear-cut comprehensive programme of activity 
for rural women, wherein their special problems would find special handling, and suitable 
proposals pertaining to such a programme to be embodied in the Second Plan.”63 
 
 
 The note pointed out that Planning for women in the First Plan was very 

deficient and whatever was done was done without reference to the opinion of the 
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women public of the country on this question. Moreover it was not surprising that 

“the “voiceless” or the dumb millions of women of the countryside or their few 

spokeswoman, should go entirely unrepresented as far as presenting their own case 

before the Planning Commission was concerned.”64 The note of Krishna Nimbkar 

suggested that “with the Second Plan in the making, and the task of formulation of 

programme for these very woman of the rural areas, some attempt should be made to 

minimize any grievances of this question of securing views of the rural women.”65 

The note demanded the formulation of a special clear-cut comprehensive 

programme of activity for rural women like combined approach through the 

teaching of skills, through the provision of services and through educational 

programmes by which the rural women’s isolation could be broken and her mind 

awakened to new responses to the Community Development programmes.66 Krishna 

Nimbkar thought that the Community Development Schemes were required to be 

composite in character, multipurpose in outlook, capabale of both intensive and 

extensive application and suitable to the existing needs.67 In this way it can be seen 

that women were actively involved and responded widely to the programmes of the 

Government and gave suggestions for the formulation of policies which could be 

oriented more towards the rural women. Such was the horizon of women’s response 

to Nehru’s new India.  

 
 Other positive response from women could be seen when the Madras branch 

of the AIWC wholeheartedly welcomed the provisions made under the Second Five 

Year Plan for developing the Ambar Charka and exhorted Women’s organizations to 

avail of this unique cottage industry with its inexhaustibele potentialities to provide 
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additional employment to a large number s of men and women, both in villages and 

cities.68 

 
 There were also a number of activities for national welfare in which women 

came forward to give hand and support at every level for its smooth functioning. 

One such instance was the band of enthusiastic voluntary workers who dedicated 

themselves to strengthening governmental effort in securing funds for the 

implementation of the Plans.69 They carried to the women of India the message of 

economy and investment of savings for the national cause. Under the Women’s 

Savings Campaign, Hannah Sen trained hundreds of women workers in a new type 

of social activity. The response of the women was positive and large number of 

women came forward to offer their services in this cause. The Madras branch of the 

AIWC also exhorted women to strive incessantly for the success of Women’s 

Savings Campaign and serve the country and their homes. 

 
 In the smooth implementation of the various activities of the Central Social 

Welfare Board, Durgabai Deshmukh received valuable assistance from various 

women like Indira Gandhi, Maniben Patel, Hannah Sen, Padmini Sengupta, Smt. 

Rama Rau, Prova Dutt and so on. At the State level also a large number of women 

rendered notable service as Chairperson and members of the State Social Welfare 

Advisory Boards. At the district level also, many women participated for the 

successful implementation of the schemes for women and children welfare. 

Therefore in this way the Central Social Welfare Board was instrumental in bringing 

into existence an integrated network of organizational and individual effort on the 

part of many women social welfare workers.70 
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 This clearly reflected the active response of women from all levels to the 

government schemes formulated for their welfare, and in this regard the services 

rendered by Durgabai Deshmukh and the Central Social Welfare Board for the 

empowerment of women which had been Nehru’s grand vision was given shape by 

women themselves. As a result till today the Central Social Welfare Board is a 

major national level organization dedicated to the welfare, development and 

empowerment of women, children and marginalized sections of the society in the 

country.  

 
 Another area reflective of Nehru’s vision for modern India was in the field of 

foreign affairs. Though Nehru left the impress of his outstanding personality on 

every branch of India’s national life, but nowhere more than in the field of country’s 

foreign policy. The newly independent India did not have foreign policy of its own. 

A foreign office is essentially the custodian of precedents, and independent India 

had no precedents to fall back.71 India therefore had to devise her own foreign policy 

from the scratch and start with her international journey on its own. Prior to 

independence itself, during his presidential address to the Lahore Congress in 1929, 

Nehru had visualized and prophesized that India would play a dominant part in 

world politics. He said:  

 

“No one can say what the future will bring, but we may assert with some confidence that 
Asia, and even India, will play a determining part in future world policy. The brief day of 
European domination is already approaching its end. Europe has ceased to be the centre of 
activity and interest…… India today is a part of the world movement. Not only China, 
Turkey, Persia and Egypt, but also Russia and the countries of the West are taking part in 
this movement, and India cannot isolate herself from it…… Civilization today, such as it is, 
is not the creation or the monopoly of one people or nation. It is a composite fabric to which 
all countries have contributed and then have adapted to suit their particular needs.”72  
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 In this way foreseeing the important role India would play in the 

international affairs in future, the task fell upon Nehru to formulate a bold and a 

strong foreign policy after independence which would place India in a strong 

international pedestal. It was after the Second World War that India became 

independent and at that time according to K.P.S. Menon, India’s first Foreign 

Secretary: “Two super-power, the USA and USSR, had emerged, each with a firm 

and almost absolute faith in its own way of life as the right way and determined to 

oppose any extension of other’s way of life by propaganda, infiltration, subversion, 

or cajolery, let alone by war.”73 Though India was militarily weak and economically 

backward, Nehru chose to keep away from joining any of the two blocs since he was 

of the opinion that “when a weak country attaches itself to a powerful State, the 

whole of that country becomes a base for the stronger one to operate in and from.”74 

This was how Nehru formulated his policy of Non-Alignment. Incidentally, Nehru’s 

idea of Non-Alignment for India germinated much before she gained her political 

independence which is evident from the broadcast he made to the nation on 

September 7, 1946 where he said: “We propose, as far as possible, to keep away 

from the power politics of groups, aligned against one another, which have led in the 

past to world wars and which may again lead to disasters on an even vaster scale.”75 

Nehru was confident that the independent line of action he chose for India’s foreign 

policy would earn him respect all over the world and in this context he said:  

 
“I have no doubt that fairly soon, in the course of two or three years, the world will find his 
attitude justified and that India will not only be respected by the major protagonists in the 
struggle for power, but a large number of the smaller nations which today are rather 
helpless, will probably look to India more than to other countries for a lead in such 
matters.”76 
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 With this principle of Non-Alignment, Nehru steered the ship of his foreign 

policy for his country and though there were criticism from various quarters, yet this 

did not deter him from the line of action he adopted. In this context of Nehru’s 

foreign policy it may be relevant to discuss the role of Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, 

Nehru’s sister in conducting India’s foreign affairs in the capacity of ambassador to 

Moscow, Washington and High Commissioner of London. Nehru had faith in the 

capability of Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit and based on her experience on lecture tours in 

the USA and as head of the Indian delegation to the General Assembly on October, 

1946 in New York, Nehru was confident that she was efficient enough to discharge 

the duty as India’s first Ambassador to Soviet Russia. Nehru said to her: “You have 

proved you are good at making friends of strangers.”77 Again he said to her: “the 

kind of work you have to do abroad cannot easily be entrusted to someone else.”78 In 

this way she represented India’s first mission abroad and opened up India’s 

relationship with the world.  In a letter dated 23 January, 1948 Nehru instructed 

Vijaya Lakshmi to speak frankly to the Soviet Foreign Office that India was not  

 
“tied to the apron strings of England or that we attach ourselves to the U.S.A…….. We have 
no desire whatever to be caught up in America’s foreign or economic policy. But situated as 
we are we do not wish to quarrel because such quarrelling would do us a lot of harm. We 
want above all, sometimes and some peace to build….. We want to be specially friendly 
with Russia because we are convinced not only that we can learn much from he but also 
because she represents in our views, in many ways the future pattern.”79 
 

In Moscow, she reverberated the foreign policy of her country by saying: 
 
“The impression we have been trying to give is that there is no question of antagonism 
against anybody, but we must have a period in which we can build up our own country 
economically…… As for foreign policy, there is no reason why we should align ourselves 
with anybody. Certainly, the West has not made such a good job of it in the past, nor are its 
prospects for the future so very bright. We have our own independent foreign policy, and we 
have our own way of life-though we are willing to adapt certain good features whether in 
Russia or in the West.”80 
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 However as India was still evolving her political policies and as there was no 

problem between Soviet Union and India, Vijaya Lakshmi’s work was limited.81 

Moreover at that time, as Vijaya Lakshmi writes: “Stalin era was at its height and 

foreign envoys, except those from the eastern European countries were not favoured 

people.”82 Though she could not achieve much in establishing vigorous diplomatic 

relations with Russia as she had anticipated before coming to Russia but the difficult 

task which was handed over to her by her brother with confidence was handled by 

Vijaya Lakshmi gracefully and with dignity. It can be said that she was successful in 

establishing the Indian Embassy in the diplomatic life of Moscow and was able to 

make Hindi the language for all state communications from India to Russia as 

Russian was to India.83 According to	Anne Guthrie, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit “created 

a deep impression on all she met and everywhere inspired confidence, so she soon 

became an asset to the diplomatic community… Her culture and her social graces 

made her a welcome guest and a charming hostess.”84 

 
 The next diplomatic task which was assigned to Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit was 

at Washington where he she had to play an important role for her country and in this 

way keep up to the hopes and aspirations of Jawaharlal Nehru. She had to undertake 

the critical task of making U.S.A. understand India’s stand in the international arena 

which was indeed tough as she faced volleys of question on India’s policy in many 

places after she delivered lectures. She was frequently asked questions on Kashmir. 

She replied “that India had agreed to partition into two countries because failure to 

do so would have perpetuated foreign rule.”85 Justifying her stand she asked “if it 

were not true that the United States had had border disputes that it had taken time to 

settle and urged her listeners to be patient and to let India and Pakistan work out 
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their own solution.”86 Again explaining India’s non-alignment policy she said India 

“did not want to tie herself in advance to the present or future policy of a particular 

group of nations, that India needed a little breathing space to find its equilibrium as a 

world power.”87 In the early fifties, India was going through disasters and calamities 

resulting in semi-famine like conditions. Thus there was an awful need of 

foodgrains. Apprising Vijaya Lakshmi of the condition of India, he directed her to 

approach U.S.A. for getting wheat loans for India. It was a challenging task for her 

of “obtaining the much-needed grain without loss of prestige so important to a 

newly independent country.”88 The U.S. Congress kept delaying action in the 

Senate. However Vijaya Lakshmi received sympathetic response from the people of 

U.S.A. through contributions and donations. Finally after long delay the bill was 

passed and the foodgrains were eventually sent to India on liberal terms. In this way, 

as an ambassador of India she was able to assist Nehru back home from U.S.A to 

tide over the food crisis by her “judiciously-worded note asking for the wheat, but 

not specifying whether a gift or loan was expected”, and this was what Nehru 

exactly wanted, since he did not want to beg the U.S.A. for foodgrains. 

 
 When prolonged discussion on the Japanese Peace Treaty was going on 

Nehru directed Vijaya Lakshmi from Delhi to convey the message to the U.S.A. that 

it would not sign the treaty as India was not in favour of the reparations that the 

United States wanted to impose on Japan. For Nehru it meant “a submission, under 

pressure or fear, to American policy in the Far East and Asia.”89 Though it would 

create ill-will in the United States, yet Nehru did not want to sign the treaty. He 

wanted a simple bilateral treaty with Japan. On behalf of India she conveyed her 

government’s view that her country could not go along with U.S.A. to John Foster 
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Dulles, American Secretary of State. In this way, the judicious presentation of 

India’s stand by Vijaya Lakshmi to the United States must have been a great help 

and relief to Nehru’s government back in India. 

 
 Vijaya Lakshmi also served as High Commissioner of Britain for nearly 

seven years. Verra Brittain remarked that “Her period as High Commissioner both 

symbolized and typified the changed relationship between India and Britain which 

had followed Independence.”90 In Britain she echoed Nehru’s voice saying: “it was 

not the British people but the colonial system that she and her country had 

opposed.”91 Again Verra Brittain pointed out that Vijaya Lakshmi also played an 

important role in replacing “the old traditional images of British India with the 

image of a re-born country ready to share in new varieties of co-operation.”92 Nehru 

had chosen India to remain with the British Commonwealth of Nations and Vijaya 

Lakshmi was instrumental in cementing the bond between India and Britain that Sir 

Ifor Evans, Public Orator described her work as High Commissioner as “a symbol of 

the forgiveness and reconciliation which united India and Britain after 

Independence.”93 

 
 It could be clearly seen that at one instance, Vijaya Lakshmi strongly played 

a very vital role in keeping the relation between India and Britain intact despite of 

the crisis that arose in 1956 on account of the Suez Canal crisis. On July 1956 

President Nasser of Egypt announced and effected the nationalization of the Suez 

canal which resulted in an international uproar arousing fears and passions among 

the users of the Canal. Nehru had earlier on April 6, 1955 signed a treaty of 

friendship in Cairo with President Nasser and on the other hand, India also had close 
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relations with Britain and other Western Powers. Nehru in the Lok Sabha on August 

8, 1956 clearly stated that: 

 
“I have no desire to add to the passions aroused, but I would fail in my duty to this House 
and the country, and even to all the parties involved in this crisis, and not least of all Britain 
and France, if I do not say that threats to settle this dispute or to enforce their views in this 
matter by display or use of force is the wrong way. It does not belong to this age and it is not 
dictated by reason.”94 
  
 
 In a Conference of twenty-two nations summoned by Britain on August 16th 

1956 to discuss the Suez Crisis at London, a strong delegation led by Krishna 

Menon was sent by India. In the Conference Krishna Menon tried to recognize the 

sovereign rights of Egypt by proposing for ‘the association of international user-

interests with Egyptian co-operation for the Suez Canal’. But India failed in its 

endeavour to get the support of Western Powers. However on October 29th, 1959 

Israeli forces attacked the Suez Canal which was soon joined by the British and 

French forces.  The British people condemned the action of their Prime Minister 

Eden and demanded for his removal. Under such adverse situation there were 

rumours that India was considering withdrawing from the Commonwealth and this 

had greatly perturbed Lord Pethick Lawrence the former Secretary of State for India. 

According to Verra Brittain, Vijaya Lakshmi was “able to reassure him that the 

Indian Government did not propose to desert those British people who had protested 

against the ‘disgrace’ of the Suez crisis.”95 On behalf of Nehru she was further able 

to impress upon Lord Pethick Lawrence and Britain that in India people were 

heartened to know that the British government’s action in Egypt was not supported 

by its own people and that Nehru had made it clear that India did not wish to leave 

the Commonwealth and India believed that her continued membership would not 

only benefit India but also United Kingdom.96 This clearly reflects that Vijaya 
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Lakshmi Pandit was able to safeguard the Commonwealth status of her country 

despite the Suez Canal crisis that threatened the peaceful atmosphere between India 

and Britain after independence. 

 
 As Nehru was of the strong belief that his sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit 

would be the right individual who could represent his ideals and aspirations of his 

country abroad, he assigned her the prestigious job of representing the newly born 

India to the outside world. Being the sister of Nehru, according to Michale Brecher, 

Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit was “a completely trustworthy aide and a person with more 

ready access to India’s Prime Minister than any other member of the ‘inner 

circle’.”97 It is likely that she might have influenced his judgment on many matters 

of foreign affairs. Like that of every ambassador, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit was also 

no doubt directed from Delhi for conducting the affairs of the country. But it was not 

possible everyday to wait for the directives from Delhi in all the daily effort of 

representation and negotiation and therefore there was a constant demand upon 

qualities of heart and head in applying these directives to the situations the 

ambassador met.98 In this respect Vijaya Lakshmi was known to have possessed the 

skill, grace and charm to perform efficiently and adapt to that special work. This 

could likely have been the reason why Nehru perhaps valued her judgement and laid 

his trust and faith in her in directing the foreign affairs of the country. 

 
 Since Nehru wanted India to play an important part in the Asian affairs, he 

played a key role in convening the Asian Relations Conference on March 1947. 

Nehru asserted that a time had come for the people of Asia  “to meet together, to 

hold together and to advance together,”99 and consequently the Conference 

materialized and it symbolized the emergence of a new order in Asian history. In his 
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speech at the opening plenary session, Nehru strongly pointed out that: “one of the 

notable consequences of the European domination of Asia has been the isolation of 

the countries of Asia from one another. India always had contacts and intercourse 

with her neighbor countries……. With the coming of British rule in India these 

contacts were broken off and India was almost completely isolated from the rest of 

Asia”100, with her “chief window to the outer world looked out on the sea route 

which led to England.”101 Therefore he was now confident that as the barriers 

between India and the Asian countries were broken, the Conference would express 

the deeper “urge of the mind and spirit of Asia.”According to Dorothy Norman:  

 
“The 1947 Inter-Asian Relations Conference in Delhi was called to review the position of 
Asia in the post-war world, to exchange ideas about problems common to all Asian 
countries and to study ways and means of promoting closer contacts, as well as to serve as a 
sounding board for Asians, many of whom were conferring with one another for the first 
time.”102 
 

 Sarojini Naidu as the President of the Asian Relations Conference with 

queenly dignity and grace delivered an eloquent speech to hundreds of dignitaries 

and representatives from all Asian countries which astonished them. In her 

Presidential address she pointed out that:  

 
“…….. this friendly gesture, which I have made on the part of India, to the peoples of Asia, 
will bear great fruit. Our ideal is to establish in Asia, as a preliminary step…. Peace, 
Harmony, the co-operation in the great purposes of service to humanity…… we are 
concerned only with the common ideal of progress of Asian countries, social and economic 
progress, on which alone can there be enduring political success…….We shall move 
together, the people of Asia, undefeated by disaster, not discouraged by anything… for I 
believe….. that nothing can die that is good.”103  
 
 In this way Sarojini Naidu with her cherished dream of a united Asia and 

above all a united world, was able to voice out Nehru’s vision of new phase of Asian 

development. In the Conference, the delegates decided to form a permanent 

organization and the following resolution was passed moved by a Chinese delegate: 
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“The members of the delegations from the Asian countries assembled in the first Asian 
Relations Conference in New Delhi, firmly believing that the peace of the world, to be real 
and enduring, must be linked up with the freedom and well-being of the peoples of Asia are 
unanimously of the opinion that the contacts forged at this conference must be maintained 
and strengthened, and that the good work begun here must be continued, efficiently 
organized and actively developed. They accordingly resolve to establish an organization to 
be called the Asian Relations Organization with the following objects: 

(a) To promote the study and the understanding of Asian problems and relations in their 
Asian and world aspects. 

(b) To foster friendly relations and co-operation among the peoples of Asia and 
between them and the rest of the world, and 

(c) To further the progress and well-being of the peoples of Asia.”104 
 
 

 Rameshwari Nehru also through her multifarious activities played a notable 

role in promoting world peace by participating in peace movements and in this way 

also assisted Nehru in the establishment of world order. In one of the letters to 

Nehru she wrote: “Wherever we go and whatever we do, you can be sure, we shall 

always try to strengthen the great peace policies of India, which you have 

enunciated, and to support the great principles which you yourself have taught 

us.”105 Rameshwari Nehru’s most significant contribution in the international field 

was her pioneering work in the movement for Afro-Asian Solidarity and World 

Peace.106 She was closely associated with the Indo-Soviet Cultural Society (ISCUS) 

since its formation in 1952. During the Second ISCUS Conference held in Delhi in 

1954, she was elected Vice President of its National Council and President of the 

Delhi state ISCUS. She proved to be a great asset to the Indo-Soviet friendship 

movement. Sometimes she had to personally argue the matter with Prime Minister 

Nehru. She was able to convince him of the need to popularize Indo-Soviet 

friendship through ISCUS. Nehru responded to it positively and himself promoted 

Indo-Soviet friendship. In one of the letter dated March 1, 1956, Nehru replied to 

Rameshwari Nehru in his characteristic style. 
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“…..Of course I am not annoyed with you. If you want to go to Moscow for this 

meeting, you can go there.” 107 

 Moreover when the United States- Pakistan Military Pact was first signed in 

1954, Jawaharlal Nehru sharply denounced it. From the beginning the Indian peace 

movement drew attention to this menace. A National Convention against US-Pak 

Military Pact was organized in February 1954 on a popular level to mobilize the 

entire patriotic forces of the country to explain and oppose the sinister imperialist 

conspiracy against India’s security.108 Rameshwari Nehru as head of this national 

protest and anti-imperialist campaign made it a turning point in the history of the 

Indian peace movement.109 

 Rameshwari Nehru also led a 12-member Indian delegation in the World 

Conference for Relaxation of International Tension held in June 1954 at Stockholm. 

Dr.Saifuddin Kitchlew, President of the All India Peace Council was so inspired by 

Rameshwari’s address to the plenary session that he said to her: “Bravo! You 

swayed over the whole conference.”110 During the First Afro-Asian People’s 

Solidarity Conference held in Cairo during 1957-58, Rameshwari Nehru personally 

met every single delegation and contributed greatly to India’s high prestige among 

African and Asian countries. In this Conference, speaking on the lines of Nehru’s 

foreign policy, she said 

“We believe in the principle of the well-known Panch Sheel of mutual respect and equality, 
freedom and peaceful co-existence in national and international affairs. We stand for self-
determination and non-interference in other people’s countries. We are against 1) 
imperialism of varieties-subtle or gross, political or economic, 2) racial discrimination, 3) 
colonialism, 4) military pacts, and 5) above all and most of all, against nuclear weapons and 
the armaments race.”111 
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 In the Second Conference of the Indian Association for Asian Solidarity held 

in Calcutta in 1959, Rameshwari Nehru as the President warned India of the 

imperialist US-Pak Military Pact. The Afro- Asian became a people’s platform for 

all peace forces of the world to unite against war and aggression, against 

imperialism, racialism, colonialism and neo-colonialism.112 

 Next, “science was crucial to Nehru’s concept of a modern nation, and to the 

making of the modern mind.”113 The far-sightedness and wholehearted support of 

Nehru has been greatly responsible for the large, diverse and strong base of science 

and technology that exists in India today. He considered a scientific attitude an 

essential component of nation building. Nehru as it is well known possessed a 

scientific bend of mind and had an inherent love of science and its application and 

after independence, his most outstanding contribution lay “in the matter of securing 

the growth and progress of science in the country.”114 It is stated that in fact “from 

independence until the time of his death in 1964, he gave the fullest support to the 

development of science and technology in a conscious way as a major force for 

social and economic change.”115 He himself took the initiative of laying the 

foundation for a strong quest of scientific and technological proficiency. Nehru’s 

participation in the Indian Science Congress sessions every year reflected the 

importance Nehru attached to science and technology. He provided all the facilities 

to Dr. Homi J. Bhabha, nuclear scientist to build the necessary infrastructure for the 

growth and development of science and technology in India. The several national 

laboratories and institutes of science which were set up during Nehru’s time reflects 

his desire to make India modern, scientifically and technologically.  E.V. Ganapathi 

Iyer who was the Director of Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore from 1947 to 
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1949, recollects how in order to expand the Institute’s area of work, he “was able to 

secure the approval of the Government of India for the establishment of some new 

departments- those of electrical engineering, aeronautical engineering, metallurgy 

and internal combustion engineering.”116 Nehru also showed his keen readiness “to 

inaugurate the ‘science open day’ function which was organized by the Institute for 

the first time with the object of making the public aware of the Institute’s work.”117 

Nehru had the vision of making India the most advanced scientific and industrial 

countries by setting up institutional structure for science and higher education. The 

establishment of the Indian Institutes of Technology was an important innovation in 

the field of higher education. According to Nehru the objective was “to provide 

scientists and technologists of the highest calibre, who would engage in research, 

design and development, to help… towards self-reliance in technological needs.”118 

 Mrinalini Sarabhai, wife of Vikram Sarabhai reminiscencing over the 

scientific activities of Nehru remarked:  

“His (Nehru) deep interest in the sciences was always evident and the support he gave to all 
research projects showed his insight into the future of humanity. In 1962, it was due to his 
support that Vikram Sarabhai started India’s space programme, and the Physical Research 
Laboratory was the cradle in which it was born.”119 

 
 Nehru’s faith in science was clearly discernible in the Scientific Policy 

Resolution which was passed by the Government of India on 4 March, 1958 at his 

instance. The Resolution acknowledged the role of science and technology for the 

well-being of the society. Indira Gandhi commented on this Resolution as: ‘Our 

approach to science was eloquently summed up in the Scientific Policy Resolution 

of March 1958 which our scientists regard as their charter.’ The Technology Policy 
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Statement120 (T.P.S.) which is complementary to the Scientific Policy Resolution 

was provided for the nation by Indira Gandhi in January 1983. 

 Nehru had a vision of a socialistic pattern of society with its new production 

relations free from all kinds of exploitation. Nehru believed that India through 

socialist methods by utilizing science and technology would be able to do away with 

poverty, hunger, unemployment and attain prosperity and progress and thereby 

Indian society would develop along economically and socially humane lines which 

was “central to his vision of the new India.”121 Emphasizing on science and modern 

technology as critically important instruments for solving economic and social 

problems, Nehru said: “It is the scientific method alone that offers hope to mankind 

and an ending of the agony of the world.”122 He interpreted this to mean “Five Year 

Plans, industrialization, scientific development and technology.”123 So he brought 

science into planning. Also according to V.D. Patil: “His unstinted commitment to 

democracy, an implicit faith in democratic means exhorted him to pursue 

development planning within the democratic framework and by democratic 

means”,124 which in the long run proved to be the effective means to Nehru in his 

mammoth task of nation-building.125 A man with a scientific and democratic 

outlook, the Planning Commission under Nehru started the Five Year Plans so that 

India could be self-reliant with the development of her industry and agriculture. To 

Nehru “the principle of socialism was an objective necessity for the welfare and 

progress of the modern world and India particularly.”126 It was this vision of the 

future of India that led Nehru to embark into the new phase of India’s economic and 

social development by starting the beginnings of heavy industries like steel, power, 

chemicals etc. He also laid the foundation of other big industries, both of economic 
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and strategic importance such as ship-building, aeronautics, tanks etc. apart from 

this he also gave importance to cottage industries through Khadi and Village 

Industries Commission. In this gigantic task of building up the economy of the 

country, Indira Gandhi observed the development of her father’s policies and in a 

way must have also acted as his adviser and guide in his work. Later when Indira 

Gandhi became the Prime Minister of India, she came to the conclusion that though 

a stupendous task lay ahead of her, but she had to execute the unfinished programme 

of socio-economic development of her father. She gave maximum importance to the 

public sector. Following the footsteps of her father for the removal of poverty and 

ignorance of Indian poor, Indira Gandhi “proclaimed and pursued with single-

minded determination the earth shaking programme of “Garibi Hatao.”127 Some of 

the shining highlights of Indira Gandhi’s Prime Ministership was the nationalization 

of banks, the abolition of privy purses, production of atomic energy for peaceful 

purposes, defeat of Pakistan in the 1971 war and peaceful nuclear explosion at 

Pokhran. Growth of agricultural output as a result of the ‘Green Revolution’ was 

another major achievement. In this way it could be seen that Indira Gandhi carried 

on her father’s ideal of building up of a modern India, though her means and ways 

might have differed to some extent to that of her father. 

 Indira Gandhi intended to follow the Nehru line in the field of foreign policy. 

In some important areas she followed Nehru’s footsteps also. For instance she 

remain inclined to her father’s policy of non-alignment i.e. she did not remain 

committed “to great-power alliances but freedom to determine peace or war in the 

light of India’s own interest at the time.”128 But during her time, India had to 

increasingly tilt on the Soviet Union because of a series of international events and 



221	
	

developments related with the emergence of Bangladesh. She tried to assert India’s 

independence to the extent possible under the circumstances. And moreover she 

never discarded India’s economic, commercial, cultural and other contacts with the 

West.  It could be also seen that Indira’s policy in regard to her co-operation among 

the non-aligned countries did not differ from that of Nehru. 

 Nehru was proud of India’s ancient past and after independence he held the 

view that India’s self respect depended on reclaiming literary, artistic and cultural 

traditions. With this view he tried to erect a new India based on the foundations of 

the old. Therefore he gave patronage to art and in this respect, Kamaladevi 

Chattopadhaya greatly responded to the noble efforts of Nehru. Nehru gave her the 

task of promoting and encouraging the culture of the country and in 1952, she was 

appointed as Chairman of the All-India Handicrafts Board and Pupul Jayakar as 

Chairman of the Handlooms Board. It is said that “these pioneering women 

patronized Indian crafts and textiles because of their genuine admiration for their 

inherent artistic and artistic qualities.”129 Moreover when the Government Central 

Cottage Industries Emporium in Delhi was running at a loss, Nehru showing his 

confidence on the capability of Kamaladevi, directed the ministry to hand over its 

charge and Kamaladevi also responded to this appeal of Nehru positively by being 

able to develop handicrafts in a purposeful way by which it came to occupy a 

rightful place in the economic life of the country. She also represented India in the 

World Crafts Council in 1964 in New York and she had been the key speaker there 

and elected as its Vice-President. 

 Again Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya was also appointed Vice-Chariman of the 

Sangeet Natak Akademi in 1953. She was again able to respond to this responsibility 
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in a purposeful direction by working for the regeneration of the folk-performing arts 

from every part of the country. Under her auspices the very first National Music 

Festival was held on 31 March, 1954 and it was here that “for the first time classical 

music emerged from its isolation to meet folk music whose inclusion represented the 

peculiar genius of India.”130 It is said that under her auspices the Sangeet Natak 

Akademi’s “most valuable contribution is the visual and audio documentation on 

films and tapes – an impressive scholarly collection of the old masters and of rare 

forms of folk theatres and ritual performances.”131 It was once reported by the 

Hindustan Times on 2 April, 1954 that there was an absence of programme items 

representing Indian culture in the Education Ministry’s Cultural Club drama festival 

in Delhi. Kamaladevi Chattopadhyaya, Chairman of the Festival Committee in Delhi 

took upon the initiative to organize the National Drama Festival in November 1954, 

where for the first time twenty-two plays in all Indian languages were showcased 

and appreciated by the audience.132 It may also be noted that Jawaharlal Nehru also 

watched the five-hour Shakuntala in Sanskrit. It was also due to the efforts of 

Kamaladevi Chattopadhyaya that the National School of Drama came into existence 

in April, 1959. 

 These efforts of Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya clearly demonstrates her 

responsive nature towards the regeneration of Indian artistic and cultural traditions 

as perceived by Nehru and in this way assisted him in making modern India of his 

dreams. 

 Two hundred years of colonial rule had left India shattered in all directions, 

the recovery of which was a herculean task. It was under such a situation that 

Jawaharlal Nehru as the first Prime Minister of the country had to formulate good 
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number of policies essential for the reconstruction of the infant nation, and in this 

direction he persevered to make India a strong and dignified nation at par with the 

other strong nations of the world. From the above discussion it also appears 

interesting that Nehru also possessed the calibre to involve good number of women, 

not only his women family members, but also other women personalities who came 

in different capacities and helped him in the process of imagining, structuring and 

forging the nation. 
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Chapter-VI 
  

NEHRUVIAN LEADERSHIP AND THE WOMEN 
EMPOWERMENT IN INDIA 

 

 

“In the many other departments of life, fresh avenues should be opened out to them, so 

that in this vast complex of India, men and women should advance together to the great 

goals that we have set ourselves.” 

        Jawaharlal Nehru1 

Empowerment of women broadly signifies the process of giving more power to 

women and making them more self-reliant and independent, and free from male 

dominance. Empowerment is an active and multidimensional process which enables 

women to realize their full identity and powers in all spheres of life.2 It could also be 

understood as the process of providing equal rights, opportunities, responsibilities and 

power positions to women so that they are able to play a role at par with men in 

society.3 The issue of women empowerment has become a popular area of discussion 

and study today, and it is being studied from various dimensions. The status of a woman 

can be improved and her empowerment can be achieved through various means like 

giving opportunities to them for education, employment and through participation in the 

decision making process of the country. Women’s contribution to the development of 

human society since the beginning of civilization is a well known fact and this shows 

that women were and are also equally capable like men in contributing towards the 

progress and development of society and nation. Jawaharlal Nehru had also pointed out 

that “throughout history and in the modern times as well, there have been women who 
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have earned a name for themselves by their work and spirit of service.”4 Traces of 

women empowerment is therefore noticeable in every phase of human history. Hence it 

is very important to empower women both in their personal lives and as members of 

society for the progress, development and enlightenment of the society. 

However since the position and status of women in India as a whole, was not 

satisfactory, therefore the question of improving the status of woman had been taken up 

by the social reformers in the nineteenth century who carried on a relentless struggle to 

emancipate women from the age old bondage of social evils which had greatly 

undermined their position in the society. Social feminists argued that “women could 

bring a special knowledge of the household and family matters to forums where public 

policy was debated and formulated. This ideology fitted well with Gandhi’s view of 

women and the nationalist’s desire to bring women into the freedom movement.”5 So 

the emergence of Gandhi saw the new phase of women emancipation movement where 

women were called upon to leave their domestic household and come forward to 

participate shoulder to shoulder with their menfolk in the non-violent freedom 

movement. The participation of women in the freedom struggle movement constitutes 

one of the most remarkable facets of the Indian national movement.6 Gandhi was of the 

opinion that “women’s involvement would both uplift women and help solve India’s 

problems. As women worked for swaraj (self-government), their problems would 

disappear.”7 At Gandhi’s call, huge number of women actively participated in the 

national movement which showed that women also did not lag behind men in their fight 

against the British. At one instance when Sarojini Naidu was asked to lead the raid at 

Dharasana, and there were reservations from other Congress leaders about the inability 
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of her to take up the task because of the dangers that involved of she being a woman, 

Sarojini is said to have retorted by saying “the time had come when women must share 

equally the sufferings and sacrifice of their men comrades in the struggle for the 

liberation of their country.”8 Therefore “woman had thrown themselves whole-heartedly 

into the fight for political independence and had shown their finer capabilities and 

strength to suffer the tortures and privations of public life. Their participation in politics 

paved the way for their complete emancipation from traditional bondage.”9 So 

liberation from British rule and freedom from the oppressive social evils which had 

afflicted the women’s position for long became the twin goals of the struggle for 

women emancipation. Women emancipation issue was therefore clearly highlighted in 

the country’s freedom struggle. Apart from Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru was also very 

vocal about equality of sexes and their emancipation. Nehru emphasized upon women’s 

education and economic independence for the overall emancipation of women.  

But today, women question is not just confined to the status and position of 

women in the society or their fight for equality with men in different aspects of human 

life leading to their emancipation. As Nehru aptly said, “every age has been an age of 

transition”10, so also the question of women issue has become more broad and wide 

ranging with its epicenter of discourse now shifting to the issue of women 

empowerment. Therefore now, one can see the shift in focus of studies from woman 

emancipation to woman empowerment which has become a popular theme. Giving 

more power to women would empower them and make them self reliant and they would 

contribute to the building of the society and nation. Women empowerment has therefore 

become the slogan of the day.  
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It is a well known fact that Jawaharlal Nehru was truly a great leader with a 

remarkable dynamic and charismatic personality and the contribution he made towards 

the development and upliftment of women of India is no doubt a well known fact. 

Nehru, being a man of action, not only always emphasized on the equality of men and 

women in all aspects of life, but also worked tirelessly towards achieving that goal. For 

him women’s education which would lead to their empowerment was essential towards 

the developing of the nation and future. He had great faith and admiration for the Indian 

women and he was confident that a nation’s progress depended on the women, for 

women are the ones who can mould and built the society and country. He believed that 

real and rapid progress in India would only come when the womenfolk would get really 

moving and rid themselves of everything that suppressed them and kept them back. His 

objective had always been a society based on equal rights and opportunities, and it was 

his utter devotion to his ideal that endeared him to millions of people not only in this 

country but all over the world.11 

This chapter would attempt to look into how far under Nehruvian leadership, 

women of India were empowered or their empowerment took place. It would try to see 

what efforts Nehru made or the initiative he took to give a better position and platform 

to the women of India so that they could be empowered in all fields of life and also 

contribute towards the building of a nation. Nehru always exhorted women to come 

forward in the task of nation building which meant a call for empowerment. In this 

chapter under Nehruvian leadership women progress and empowerment would be 

looked from two aspects, one concerning women empowerment of his women family 

members and the other would look into empowerment of women in general. In this 
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context, it may be mentioned that Nehru’s attitude towards his mother Swarup Rani, 

played a vital role towards the development of his approach towards the women 

question. Being brought up in a mixed environment of old Hindu tradition of his mother 

and broad, westernized and cosmopolitan outlook of his father, Nehru developed a 

queer mixture of both. Though he did not believe in religion like his father who 

considered it to be a “womanish affair”, yet Nehru did not ignore and underestimate the 

traditional values and religious practices observed by his mother. He had great respect 

and admiration for his uneducated and traditional mother, and while he was in England 

for seven years, he always looked upon and respected her love and concern towards 

him. Even when at times his mother used to pour out her grievances and fears in her 

letters to him, Nehru always responded to his mother with kindness and tact, but never 

rebuked or hurt her. This itself shows that a person who had high respect for his mother, 

would naturally respect every women and this was reflected in his dealings with his 

sisters, wife, daughter and women comrades and women in general. 

 

Empowerment of women family members 

Like every typical Indian family where the birth of a son is regarded to be a 

blessing from God and the son is treated with great love, affection, care, Nehru too who 

was the only son, meant everything to his parents. His youngest sister Krishna Nehru 

narrates enviously in her autobiography when Nehru came back from England after 

finishing his studies, how the whole house hustled and bustled with festivity, joy and 

eagerness for his arrival. She writes: 
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“Mama was wearing one of her prettiest saris, and so were the other ladies. The servants were in 
clean, long white saris, and so were the other ladies. The servants were in clean, long white 
shirts and baggy trousers, and some of them even wore the fitted white coats and turbans they 
used for formal dinners……. Almost exactly on time there was a great clatter of hooves and 
everybody poured out of the house to welcome Jawahar home….. Father in his superbly cut 
white breeches and polished boots on a big bay horse, roaring with happy laughter, and beside 
him a a slim, handsome young man……… he slipped out of the saddle throwing the reins to a 
groom, and ran lightly to hug my mother, lifting her right off the ground,”12 

 
 Such was the exclusive and aristocratic treatment of the only son in the family. 

But a liberal and broad-minded Nehru, was not a kind of person who took up this 

exclusive treatment for himself denying to his sisters their rights and privileges. His 

broad attitude towards every aspect of life had broadened his horizon towards his 

perception and treatment of women. He looked upon his women family members and 

relatives with great respect and honour and gave them every rights and privileges equal 

to that of a man. In fact empowerment of women could be seen first in Nehru’s family 

itself. By and large Nehru, never made any distinction with his women family members 

and, his only daughter Indira Gandhi, was brought up like a son and trained by Nehru in 

such a way that she reflected the image of Nehru himself.  

 Nehru’s younger sister Vijayalakshmi Pandit shared a very strong relation with 

her brother. Though Nehru’s father, Motilal Nehru was a champion of women’s rights, 

but to his own daughter he did not provide any formal education. He only provided 

opportunities for education at home under the able guidance of governesses and series 

of tutors. Therefore Vijaya Lakshmi always regretted of having missed the opportunity 

of going to school and college. Such had been the fate of Nehru’s sister. However, this 

lack of formal education did not serve as a barrier to the political activities of Vijaya 

Lakshmi Pandit and she rose and shined in her career contributing immensely to the 
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welfare of the country. Nehru also played an instrumental role in empowering his sister 

in her political career by entrusting her with duties and responsibilities especially with 

regard to foreign affairs where she had to represent the country on various occasions. 

This showed Nehru’s faith and confidence in his sister’s capability in steering India 

foreign relations in the required direction. It can be seen on various occasions how 

under Nehru’s able guidance and leadership she got the opportunity to lead many 

delegations to foreign countries and play a leading role in projecting India to the outside 

world.  

 After her husband Ranjit Pandit’s death, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, in order to keep 

way from the grief of her husband’s death, engaged herself in working in the famine 

stricken areas of Bengal in 1943, after which she got an opportunity to go to America  

on a lecture tour to speak about actual conditions in India. Vijaya Lakshmi by her 

forceful and powerful oratory, was successful in drawing attention of the Americans to 

the situation of India and the aspirations of the Indians for freedom for which she 

received warm enthusiasm and publicity from them. Nehru was then lodged in the 

Ahmadnagar Fort and whatever news Nehru could follow of his sister’s activities in the 

US was through the brief accounts which appeared occasionally in the press and some 

of the letters Vijaya Lakshmi wrote to him. Nehru, being a very well learned 

intellectual, rationalist and an internationalist was a far-sighted leader and he tried to 

mould Vijaya Lakshmi in the same line by explaining to her the importance of 

international conferences and how her participation would enrich her world horizon and 

also help her to place India on a better position. Therefore the letters he replied to his 

sister were sort of encouragement and guidance to help her understand the world affairs 
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better, and be able to play an effective role in successfully presenting India to the 

outside world.  In one of the letters, trying to clear the misconception of Vijaya 

Lakshmi that “these conferences do not decide anything important or solve any of the 

world problems”13, he tried to make her understand that the conferences would provide 

her a platform to meet earnest and intelligent people representing various viewpoints, 

and discussing current problems with them and trying to understand what they are 

aiming at, would help her to develop a wider and more tolerant outlook. Therefore he 

tried to convince her that, in this way her going to these international conferences would 

help her to develop a wider outlook and look at India’s problems in the context of other 

problems.14 

 Another letter which he wrote to her on 20th March 1945 reveals his sense of 

pride in his sister’s achievements where he wrote: 

“I am glad you feel you are doing well in America. It is evident from such accounts as we have 
received that you have been creating a good impression. That does not surprise me in the least 
for I was sure of it. Everywhere personality counts for more than other qualities and you have 
plenty of that rather undefinable substance.”15 

 
 Encouraging his sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit further on her lecture tour to the 

US, he wrote: 

“It is necessary for our people to go abroad, to learn from and understand others and thus to 
help in breaking down the barriers of the mind which separates different peoples. So we must 
travel and observe and make friends everywhere and thereby grow in stature ourselves…..I do 
not see any particular reason why you should hurry back to India in the near future. So carry on 
where you are…..”16 

  
 Nehru while at Bareilly Central Prison, even though he received fragmentary 

accounts of his sister’s wanderings in the US, expressed with happiness and pride to 

Vijaya Lakshmi’s daughters who were then studying in Wellesley in U.S, at the success 
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and achievements of their mother wherever she went and that she had developed into a 

‘forceful and moving speaker’.17 

 Jawaharlal Nehru involved his sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit in all political 

matters and under his able guidance and leadership, she was able to make a distinct 

mark in all spheres of her political life. In Aug 1945, when the Government of India 

announced there would be a general election the following year, Nehru as he had been 

in correspondence with his sister in New York since his release from prison, wrote to 

her to come home immediately to take part in the elections, which would be held in 

January 1946. She came back immediately to be with her brother and was also able win 

the elections unopposed like many other Congress candidates and given charge of her 

former portfolios.  

 As Minister of Local Self-Government, when Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit had been 

working hard for the the Gaon Panchayat Bill18 to bring self-government to every 

village in Uttar Pradesh, at that point of time she was recalled to Delhi by Nehru 

through Sir Girija Shankar Bajpai from the Ministry of External Affairs to lead a strong 

delegation to the U.N. This again shows Nehru’s strong faith and confidence in his 

sister’s ability to lead and represent the country to the U.N. as the head of the 

delegation. 

 Under Nehru’s leadership, India was entering into a new phase of international 

relations with the various countries of the world. He was wise enough to empower his 

sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit to lead the first delegation to the U.N and under his 

leadership and guidance she was able to project India’s problems to the world in a very 
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befitting manner which won the support and applause of many countries.  Vijaya 

Lakshmi describes in her autobiography how they were briefed by Nehru before leaving 

for the U.N . She writes: 

“He reminded us that we were inheritors of the high traditions of Mahatma Gandhi and that this 
tradition was an ethical and moral one………. He reminded us of India’s total acceptance of the 
U.N. Charter and her determination to work with other member nations to make it a reality……. 
He told us that in order to function effectively we had to keep ourselves acquainted with what 
was going on in the world, to stay clear of rival power blocs, and try to ease the tension that 
such blocs generated. This, then, was our brief on that first occasion.”19 

 

 Guided by Nehru’s advice, Vijaya Lakshmi effectively highlighted in the UN 

session the case India brought against South Africa. She protested against the denial of 

human rights to Indians in that country and the Asiatic Land Tenure Act and Indian 

Representation Act, otherwise known as the Ghetto Act20, which challenged the dignity 

and self-respect of the Indians. Nayantara Sahgal, daughter of Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, 

who had accompanied her mother to the UN session witnessed and narrated Vijaya 

Lakshmi’s handling of the issue in the UN in her book Prison and Chocolate Cake. She 

mentions how majority of nations rose to support her mother in condemning the 

treatment of Indians in South Africa.  

“In the debate that followed, the nations rallied to India’s defence. Poland asserted that the case 
was parallel of the way the Nazis had treated the Poles. China said that the Asiatic Land Tenure 
Act was a measure of discrimination not only against Indians, but against all Asians. These and 
other nations not directly involved in the issue had no parallel difficulties of their own and 
nothing at stake, yet gave their support as a matter of principle, as the only right and honourable 
attitude possible in the circumstances.”21 

 
 During the debate, both Vijaya Lakshmi and Field Marshal Smuts spoke calmly 

and with restraint. But, Heaton Nicols, Law Minister of South Africa poured heat into 

the discussion by accusing India of treating her own Harijans (untouchables) badly than 
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the Indians in South Africa. He further went on to tell that that “South Africa was 

upholding a Christian civilization in a dark continent inhabited by polygamous races.”22 

 However Vijaya Lakshmi delighted the House by retorting to the remarks of 

Heaton Nichols by saying, “I was not aware that polygamy, whether sanctioned by law 

or otherwise, was confined to the East. As for a Christian civilization, I continued, were 

Jesus Christ himself to visit South Africa, he would be treated as a “prohibited 

Immigrant”.”23  

 In the last phase of debate, which was exciting for the General Assembly as a 

whole, when the final voting was to take place on December 7, Vijaya Lakshmi said: 

“I ask no favors for India…no concession for the Indian population of South Africa. I ask for 
the verdict of this Assembly on a proven violation of the Charter, on an issue which has led to 
acute dispute between two member states; on an issue which is not confined to India or South 
Africa, and finally on an issue the decision of which must make or mar the loyalty and 
confidence which the common people of the world have placed on us. Mine is an appeal to a 
conscience, the conscience of the world, which this Assembly is.”24 

 
 The resolution was passed by two thirds majority and it was an Asian victory. In 

an excited and proud mood Vijaya Lakshmi told the press that “We are grateful to our 

Asian and African friends through whose help this victory has been possible-it is shared 

by us all.”25 But as Field Marshall Smuts had foreseen and remarked to Vijaya Lakshmi 

Pandit that she had won a hollow victory, which came out to be true later when the 

Asiatic Land Tenure and Indian Representation Act became apartheid.  

 However, inspite of this failure, it can be seen that Vijaya Lakshmi’s astute 

handling of the situation and her speech in the Assembly stirred many people there and 

back home. Nehru had emphatically empowered his sister to lead such a high delegation 
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to UN and under his leadership she did prove that woman were equal with man in terms 

of discharging efficiently various kinds of duties. Nehru had chosen Vijaya Lakshmi for 

the UN not on account of she being his sister, but because he had observed her while 

she had been in the U.S.A on lecture tours, that she had grown in mind, in outlook, in 

self-assurance and her capacities had greatly developed in the favourable atmosphere 

there. So therefore, Nehru’s confidence in Vijaya Lakshmi’s capability in handling the 

intricate matter in the U.N. was assured and accordingly he empowered a woman to 

take up the prestigious job.  

 Nehru’s motivating attitude towards his sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit perhaps 

boosted her morale and ability to further carry on with her diplomatic missions and 

other political activities successfully. Nehru as an elder brother and as a leader and 

Prime Minister of the country, had a direct bearing on Vijaya Lakshmi and under his 

able leadership, she confidently and efficiently discharged her duties for which Nehru 

always acknowledged her. On the lecture to America, Nehru wrote to her sister on 24th 

July, 1945 while he was holidaying in Kashmir: 

“You know that your work in the States has been very greatly appreciated here by all kinds of 
people. You have done a splendid job, as perhaps no one else could have done in the 
circumstances. The immediate consequences of what you have done may not be obvious but I 
am sure that the remoter consequences will be considerable.”26 

   
 The words of Nehru did come out true as Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit stated for 

herself, “It is also correct to say that my American experience paved the way for the 

later role I played on the international stage as leader of the Indian delegation to the 

United Nations an as an Ambassador of India abroad.”27 Similarly, she was also chosen 

by Nehru for an ambassadorship to Washington, but since Maulana Azad had been keen 
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on appointment of Asaf Ali, Nehru decided to send her to Moscow. Though she had 

doubts about assuming such a responsible role, especially at the time when the eyes of 

the world was on newly independent India, it again showed Nehru’s faith and 

confidence in the capability of his sister to lead India’s first mission abroad and help 

him in the special task of creation of future of the newly born nation. 

 It could also be seen that Nehru never made any distinction with his sisters and 

treated them at par with him which can be truly reflected in his dealing with his father’s 

property. Nehru did not consider himself to be the sole proprietor of his father’s 

property. He considered his mother and sister Krishna as equal co-partners in the share 

of their father’s property. Therefore, in one of the letters written to Krishna Nehru on 

21.02.31, fully empowering Krishna Nehru to take care of their father’s property he 

wrote: 

“Technically, in law, I suppose, I am the heir of his property. But my own inclination is against 
inheriting property or at any rate living on inherited property or at any rate living on inherited or 
unearthed increment………… However, I can only consider myself as a joint sharer in father’s 
property, the other sharers being mother and you. I am not including Nan as she stands in no 
need of money. I would like you, therefore, to consider yourself as an equal sharer with mother 
and me of father’s property. Indeed, mother and you are the real sharers. I am a trustee for the 
family property.”28 

 
 Ranjit Pandit, husband of Vijaya Lakshmi had died without leaving a will for his 

wife and daughters. According to Ranjit’s father’s will the joint property could only 

descend to male issues of Pratap29 and Ranjit. So Ranjit’s share of the property went to 

the son’s of Pratap, younger brother of Ranjit Pandit and Vijaya Lakshmi and her three 

daughters were devoid of everything, except a bit of Ranjit’s personal property. For that 

also, Vijaya Lakshmi had to go through all the hassles of legal formalities. This was the 
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Hindu law which existed those days as Vijaya Lakshmi herself wrote, “As the widow of 

a man who died intestate and was a member of a joint Hindu family, and because I had 

no ‘offspring’ meaning son, I was not entitled to any part of the joint immovable 

property.”30 Nehru had been very distressed at the ordeal which his sister had to go 

through and in one of the letters he wrote to Indira he said, “Just because Ranjit was 

careless about making a will, full advantage is sought to be taken of a strict 

interpretation of the law-a pound of flesh business.”31 Having seen the plight of his 

sister and many other Hindu women under the existing Hindu law then, Nehru carried 

on a relentless struggle to ensure that Hindu women also get a share of their father’s or 

husband’s property. Ultimately after independence, after several hurdles, he was able to 

get the Hindu Code Bill passed. One of the clause of the Bill related to Hindu 

Succession Act (1955), which now gave women equal rights of inheritance to the 

ancestral property. 

 Empowerment of his only daughter Indira Nehru began right from her childhood 

days. Indira spent most of her formative years in loneliness and seclusion as her parents 

and other family members were often in jail due to the political struggle in the country. 

But Nehru treated his daughter like a son, with utmost care and affection and gave her 

lessons about history, about the ways and philosophy of life through the incessant letters 

which he wrote from prison. It was in a way a kind of training to Indira to be become 

independent, outgoing and empowering her to be a strong-willed, determined woman, 

who would one day follow his footsteps and lead the country as he did. After Kamala 

Nehru’s death in 1936, Nehru left his eighteen year old daughter behind in Europe as he 

believed that European education “would give her the strength and the independence of 
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mind which were necessary in order to play a role in public life in India.”32 Had Nehru 

been parochial and a male chauvinist, perhaps the upbringing of Indira would have been 

different and perhaps she would not have been able to achieve the heights of glorious 

leadership as she did later on. But Nehru a broad-minded person had a dream to make 

Indira a prominent figure in the public life of the country and wanted her to play an 

active role in the building of India, which can be seen in one of the letters which he 

wrote to her: 

“Many years ago I used to dream that when you grow up, you also would play a brave part in 
what is called public life in India, to shoulder this heavy burden, to help in putting brick upon 
brick in the buiding of the India of our dreams. And I wanted you to train and fit yourself in 
body and mind for this engrossing task.”33 

 
 Evidently, it shows that Nehru was training his daughter mentally, uplifting her 

spirits to empower her to play a leading role in the nation building process and paving 

the way to making her a leader of the country in the future. Nehru, therefore acted as a 

guide, a philosopher a mentor to his daughter and played a key role in her mental and 

emotional make-up, and though being a daughter treated her like his son and the 

empowerment of Indira was visible in many aspects of her political and social life of 

India. Right since her childhood, Indira had been exposed by her father to various 

environment. He often took her to meet eminent personalities of the world along with 

him. Though Indira was young then, but still she would listen to the conversations and 

discussions with great zeal and interest. He wanted his daughter to be educated, well 

read, well travelled, well exposed which would help her to train her mind in the wider 

understanding of life and the meaning of life and events that was essential for any big 

work. Nehru’s broad-mindedness, eclecticism was clearly visible in his upbringing of 
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his daughter which in the long way empowered her to reach the heights of glory which 

Nehru had dreamt for her.  

 However, decision to get married with Feroze Gandhi while Nehru was in Dehra 

Dun jail had dashed to the grounds to some extent Nehru’s dream he had for his 

daughter. In a letter which he wrote to Indira, he poured out his innermost feelings on 

the question of her marriage and the innumerable dreams and plans he had for her after 

her studies: 

“I have thought about you and your life and future ever since you were a child. I have made 
innumerable plans about you; I have thought again and again how to help in making you a 
person who can face life and its problems serenely and with confidence; who can make good in 
any department of activity that you might take up…… What I was most interested in was your 
bodily and mental development, keeping pace and harmony with your emotional development 
and thus creating and building up what is called an integrated human being. Once that is 
achieved or partly achieved it does not much matter what one does or who one marries, for 
one’s choice comes out of a well-regulated and ordered scheme of the body, mind and 
emotions. 

I had hoped that after your formal education at a university was completed, you might 
supplement it by some travel in various countries….. I wanted you to go to Russia to see things 
there for yourself. This background of mental training and intellectual experience and 
knowledge would just be the foundation on which you would build your future life and growth. 

Then with this background of mental training and wider culture I expected you to return to India 
and discover the fascinating thing that is India, in this task I wanted to help you personally and I 
expected you to help me somewhat also. There are very few persons in India, I think who could 
give effective help not only in public life but almost for any activity, other than technical, better 
than I could. Hundreds and thousands of young men and girls have wanted to serve with me as 
secretaries or in some way to get this training. I have never encouraged anyone and have 
shouldered my burdens alone for I had always imagined you to occupy that niche. Till you 
come, that niche had better be left empty. No one else could take your place”34 

 
 So Nehru though he wanted Indira to marry and lead her own life, but before 

that he had wanted to give Indira some kind of training which would help her to stand in 

good stead in later life. Due to Indira’s stubborn insistence and obduracy to get married 

with Feroze Gandhi, Nehru had to finally yield and marriage between Indira and Feroze 
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was finally solemnized in March 1942. Two months after her marriage to Feroze, she 

actively took part in the Quit India Movement, and this marked her appearance in the 

political affairs of the country which paved her road to leadership. She had her first 

experience of jail going which she vividly narrates in her autobiography My Truth, and 

this brought her to the limelight of the national struggle. Nehru’s influence on her 

political thinking and his desire to see her grow to be a leader was being gradually 

fulfilled.  

 In the later phase of life, it could be seen that marital discords between Feroze 

and Indira surfaced which made Indira align more towards her father. Though her 

marriage was affected, yet on the other hand she managed to make a distinct mark in 

public life as her father had dreamt of it and had trained her accordingly. By and large, 

it can be seen that Indira was sufficiently empowered enough to play a remarkable role 

in the Congress party and in the affairs of the country. Nehru was in fact training and 

inculcating in Indira the leadership virtues which would thoroughly empower her to be 

a leader and a great statesman.  

 With India’s independence, in August 1947, Indira was drawn into a new 

journey of life. She became involved in a new and wide ranging field of activities, 

which grew considerably with the years. Apart from acting as a hostess to Nehru in 

Teen Murti House, the official residence of the Prime Minister, she actively participated 

in many meetings, accompanied her father to foreign trips which widely broadened her 

network and gave her valuable insights and wide experience of politics, men and world 

affairs. Under her efficient direction and supervision, the Nehru household was 
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managed with thrift and discipline. In Teen Murti, Indira became involved in the 

politics of government that she was able to develop a keen political insight in a short 

period of time and was able to carve a place for herself in the political power structure. 

Michael Brecher described her as ‘the Mrs Woodrow Wilson of India’.   

 It may be also pointed out that, though Nehru had a great hand in moulding and 

nurturing the life of Indira and had played a great role in making her an independent and 

empowered woman, but Indira made her image as a leader in Indian politics by her own 

dint and merit and not owing to her position as the daughter of Prime Minister.  When 

Indira was made President of the Indian National Congress in 1959, there were rumours 

that he had been grooming her for the post. In one of the interview, Nehru strongly 

denied the fact by saying: 

“I am certainly not grooming her for anything of the sort. That does not mean she should not be 
called to occupy any position of responsibility after me. It is well known that I did not groom 
her or help her in any way to become the Congress President, but she did, and I am told by 
people who do not like me or my policies that she made a very good President. Sometimes she 
chose a line of her own against my way of thinking, which was the right thing to do, but what I 
point out is the fact that I did not choose her or groom her for that high post, probably the 
highest post in the country. The people chose her. The Congress did so…. In fact, for sometime 
I was mentally opposed to the idea, but she was chosen and we worked more like normal 
political colleagues than a father-daughter combination. We agreed on some things. We differed 
on others. Indira has a strong independent mind of her own, as she should have”35 

 
 The broad upbringing of Indira by Nehru and the sense of adventure, 

fearlessness, a live curiosity and an insightful mind inculcated in Indira by him truly led 

to her empowerment and Indira became an embodiment of her father’s hopes and 

aspirations.  
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Empowerment of women in general 

 A person with such broad and rational outlook, whose attitude towards his 

women family members were marked by a high sense of respect and dignity, the same 

attitude was reflected in Nehru’s outlook and treatment towards other women in general 

too. Nehru not only stood for the empowerment of his women family members, but also 

for the empowerment of the women of India. Nehru had high regard for Indian 

womanhood and he greatly appreciated and admired the role played by women by 

standing shoulder to shoulder with men in the fight for India’s freedom which 

symbolized that the women had “shamed many a person who called himself a man, and 

they proclaimed to the world that the women of India have arisen from their long 

slumber and would not be denied their rights.”36 This also signified to Nehru that 

women were already on the path to empowerment. Moreover, Nehru was of the opinion 

that if women took full part in the struggle for political freedom then “they will reach a 

stage inevitably in the country, which would make it terribly difficult for their menfolk 

to be obstructive as before. They would gain a position in the public life of the country 

from which it would not be possible to remove them.”37 Therefore Nehru’s broad views 

of human relationship, his attitude towards women which had been moulded especially 

by his mother and wife, played a key role in his attempt to empower the women of 

India. 

 In order to make women aware of their rights and encourage them to feel that 

they were not inferior to men at any level, Nehru was always seen highlighting in his 

speeches and writings the significant role women could play in all spheres of human life 
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and contribute to the building of a society and nation. This would ultimately lead to 

their emancipation and help them to empower themselves. Later on through his policies 

as the leader of the biggest democracy in Asia, he had endeavoured to carve out the new 

identity of women as full-blooded human beings.38 Women in general were also greatly 

fascinated and charmed by Nehru’s leadership and an extraordinary relationship had 

evolved and grown over the years between women and Nehru- a relationship which was 

based on profound faith and confidence in each other. 

 As Nehru always exhorted women to make themselves self-reliant and empower 

themselves so that they could compete with men in all fields of life, in one of the 

demands raised by Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddi, President of women’s organization, on the 

issue that women should take part in the various political and other bodies and 

committees, in the country, Nehru said in a meeting in Madras on October 6, 1936, that  

“So far as Congress is concerned I should very much like, I would welcome, more and more 
women occupying prominent positions in committees and boards and its executives. So far as 
the Congress constitution is concerned, it not only welcomes but encourages women to come in. 
There are not very many women at the present moment occupying seats of authority in the 
Congress Party…… If the women ask and are really keen about it and push ahead, you are 
bound to get it because there is a strong body of public opinion behind you. Men would also 
welcome this. I hope your push will have such strength that it will become very difficult for 
men to refuse your demands.”39 

 
 However Nehru also took steps to put his ideals into practice. He not just spoke 

for the empowerment of women but also took initiative to empower them which was 

evident on many occasions. One instance which proved that he really worked towards 

giving women a place of dignity in the society was evident in one of the item drafted in 

the election manifesto in 1936 which related to the welfare of the women which read as 

follows: 
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“The Congress has already declared that it stands for the removal of all sex disabilities, whether 
legal or social, in any sphere of public activity. It has expressed itself in favour of maternity 
benefits and the protection of women workers. The women of India have already taken a 
leading part in the freedom struggle, and the Congress looks forward to their sharing, in an 
equal measure with the men of India, the privileges and the obligations of citizens of a free 
India.”40 

  
 Jawaharlal Nehru became Prime Minister after India’s independence on Aug 15, 

1947. The tasks that lay before Nehru to build up and reconstruct a new India were full 

of challenges. But Nehru dealt with all the problems with great tact and alacrity and was 

able to build a new image of India and one aspect of its problem related to giving a 

rightful and dignified place to women in the society. Nehru had been seen right from his 

early years giving high regard to women and during pre-independence period, Nehru 

was seen exhorting women to come forward and fight against the legal disabilities 

which had bound them and emphasized on the economic emancipation of women as a 

pre-condition for their empowerment. Naturally after independence, one of the main 

aspects of Nehru’ policy was dedicated for the cause of women and their empowerment 

and he did not hesitate to give women their rightful place in the society, and treated 

them as co-partners along with men in every aspect of life.  At the stroke of midnight on 

14 August 1947, after Jawaharlal Nehru made his famous speech about India having 

tryst with destiny in the Constituent Assembly, then on behalf of women of India, 

Hansa Mehta and other women members presented the tricolor flag with the emblem of 

the Ashoka Chakra to the President of the Constituent Assembly, Dr Rajendra Prasad. 

Renuka Ray commenting on the occasion wrote, “it was in the fitness of things that 

Indian women who had courageously fought side by side with men in the freedom 

struggle were represented in this symbolic way.”41 
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 According to Padmini Sengupta, “One of the miracles of free India is the perfect 

trust given to the woman, which has considerably raised her status and removed the 

inferiority complex which has pursued her since the tenth century.”42 In her article, 

“Our own Times,” included in Tara Ali Baig (ed), Women Of India, Hannah Sen 

remarked that “it was only when India gained her political freedom and emerged as an 

Independent Sovereign Republic that women truly came into their own as equal partners 

with men.”43 That under Nehru’s leadership, progress of women was visible can be 

made out from the reference of Bimla Luthra, who acknowledging Nehru for the 

improvement of the status of women of India stated : 

“Having been a teacher now for over thirty years, I have watched two generations of girls grow 
up and pass out of college. When I see the difference between their life and ours when we were 
their age, I realize what a great debt we owe to Nehru. From the days when we could not stir out 
of the house unescorted-our heads covered with a veil and our eyes glued to the road-to the 
present when girls move about freely, self-assured and confident, women have come a long 
way. The comparative ease with which we have travelled thus far is a tribute to Nehru’s 
vision.”44 

 
 Nehru’s constant effort at championing the cause of women and the sincere 

feeling that women must work side by side with man endowed women with confidence 

and prepared them for the important new role they were to play in a new India 

conceived by Nehru. First thing Nehru did without any hesitation for women after 

independence, was the involvement of women in the important task of framing the 

Constitution of India. This showed the keen interest he took “that women should be 

equal partners with men in this heavy responsibility and share in making provisions 

which would ensure an equitable treatment and an honoured place in the new emergent 

India.”45 Aruna Asaf Ali also echoing on the same line wrote: 
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“After the declaration of independence in 1947, women in India did not sink back into the 
sheltered precincts of their hearths and homes. Several distinguished women were elected to the 
Constituent Assembly and took an active and intelligent part in the framing of the Constitution 
of free India. Sarojini Naidu, Hansa Mehta, Durgabai Deshmukh, Renuka Ray, Purnima 
Banerjee are some of the names that occur to me of women who suffered imprisonment and 
were also competent to belong to the fraternity of the makers of India’s first Constitution.”46 

 

 Incidentally prior to independence, Nehru had already taken up the cause of 

women when in 1931 under his behest the Karachi session passed a resolution on 

Fundamental rights, which clearly declared, “there should be no disqualification on the 

ground of sex in exercise of any public function.”47 According to Nehru this signified 

for the women “the recognition of their equal status and civic rights which women of 

England had to carry on with great bitterness for generations before they succeeded.”48 

This made it clear that he laid special emphasis on the rights of women and their 

empowerment. Since then Nehru took such active interest for the empowerment of 

women that Hansa Mehta, who was also one of the member of the Fundamental Rights 

Committee remarked, “because he was the architect of modern India and in modern 

India he wanted women to play an important role.”49  

 Apparently Nehru had sowed the seeds of women empowerment prior to 

independence itself and women were already heading towards their own empowerment. 

For instance, in the 1937 elections to the provinces, where the Congress formed the 

government, 56 women had entered the legislatures and the majority of women who 

won the seats were Congress candidates. They were given prominent positions in the 

government. Anusuyabai Kale was appointed Deputy Speaker in the Central Province, 

Rukmini Lakshmipati became Minister in the Madras Cabinet and Vijaya Lakshmi 

Pandit, sister of Jawaharlal Nehru was made as Minister of Local Self-Government and 
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Public Health in the United Provinces.  Again in 1938 a National Planning Committee 

had been set up under the Chairmanship of Jawaharlal Nehru and one of the Sub-

Committee was charged with examining the role of woman in the planned economy of 

India. Rani Lakshmi Rajwade was the President and Mridula Sarabhai , the Secretary of 

the Committee. On the basis of the Karachi Congress of 1931, it resolved that: 

 “In a planned society, women’s place shall be equal to that of man; equal status, equal 
opportunities and equal responsibilities were to be the guiding principles to regulate the status 
of woman in the society. Second, women were not to be excluded from any sphere of work 
merely on the ground of her sex. Third, marriage was not to be a pre-condition to the enjoyment 
of full and equal civic status, of social and economic rights by women. Fourth, the state was to 
consider the individual as the basic social unit and plan accordingly.”50  

 
 Apart from this, the sub-committee also made other revolutionary 

recommendations, which touched almost every aspect of woman’s life, like women 

should have right to vote, to represent, and to hold public office, on same terms as man, 

legalization on abortion for population control, enactment of Civil Marriage Act so as to 

enable any two persons above the age of majority to be married without any declaration 

in regard to religion. It also recommended that monogamy should be the law of the 

land, right of divorce was to be recognized. Co-education was to be promoted and the 

teaching staff was to include both men and women and equal pay for equal work should 

be granted. The sub-committee also recommended a uniform civil code to all citizens of 

India though some Muslim members of the committee wanted this code to be optional. 

The status and role Nehru accorded to the women of India in the planned economy 

reflected his liberal ideas and his vision of India as a strong developed nation, and it 

could be seen that almost all these recommendations made by the sub-committee was 

given due importance by Nehru and most of the proposals were enacted and 
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implemented during his Prime Ministership which truly reflected his humanist spirit for 

the cause and empowerment of women of India.  

 So, the Constitution which was framed in 1949 underlined provision for granting 

equality to women by laying down that the state shall not deny to any person equality 

before law (Article 14) and shall not discriminate against any citizen on grounds of 

class, caste, religion or sex (Article 15). Article 16 provided that there shall be equality 

of opportunity for all citizens in matters relating to employment or appointment to any 

office under the State. The Directive Principles of State Policy provided for free and 

compulsory education for all children till the age of fourteen, equal right of men and 

women to an adequate means of livelihood, equal pay for equal work for both men and 

women. Though the Directive Principles are non-justiciable, yet it led to the 

establishment of a just, equal and humane society. Thus Nehru a practical statesman did 

strive hard to give women its rightful place in the society which would lead towards 

their empowerment and whatever provision relating to women equality as enshrined in 

the Constitution, was given due importance by him  

 On one occasion Amrit Kaur had drawn the attention of Nehru to the Home 

Ministry’s government notification about emergency recruitment scheme, published on 

12 June 1948, which stated: “Women are not eligible for appointment to the Indian 

Administrative Service and Indian Police Service”51. Nehru in a letter dated 15 June 

1948 acknowledged Amrit Kaur for the information and wrote that he himself was 

“personally in favour of the bar being removed and women being allowed to join the 

home service.”52 Previously also, Nehru had issued orders that women could join the 
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Foreign Service. “On 17th July 1948, the Government notified that women were eligible 

for I.A.S. and I.P.S. and the last date for submission of applications under the 

emergency recruitment scheme was extended from 5 July to 1 August 1948.”53 This 

shows the importance Nehru gave to women empowerment and it was due to his 

initiative and bold effort that women could now appear for the Civil Service exams and 

compete at par with men.  

 “No aspect of women’s capacity to rise to full stature as human being came out 

more clearly than in politics”54 Since Nehru was of the view that the major path to 

women’s empowerment was political participation and that increased decision making 

power would lead to women’s empowerment, so he did not want women to lag behind 

men in the politics of the country and wanted women to contest elections and participate 

fully in the decision making process of the country. The adult franchise, granted to 

women by Article 326 of the Constitution of India, did much to remove sex 

discrimination and brought them at par with men.55 In many of the elections manifestos, 

speeches, he made it a point that in every part of the Legislatures, women were well 

represented.56  

 In an election manifesto prepared by Nehru in 1951, highlighting the significant 

role women ought to play he wrote: 

“The women of India in the past, and especially in the struggle for the country’s freedom have 
played a notable part and distinguished themselves in many ways. They suffer, however, from a 
number of social and other disabilities. It is important that these disabilities should be removed 
so that they may take their full part in the economic and social progress of the country and make 
their special contribution to the life of the family and the community. In particular, they have to 
be intimately connected with all activities of social welfare and social education. Women are 
more responsible even than men for the next generation, and unless they are enabled to 
participate fully in all national activities, the progress of the nation suffers. The Congress is 
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therefore of opinion that every effort should be made to open out opportunities of service for 
them in the legislatures and in social activities.”57 

 
 Again writing on the choice of candidate to the Chairman, Election Committees 

on 19th September 1951, he made a point on women also wherein he stated: 

“I have often laid stress on women being made our candidates. I am told that suitable women 
candidates are rare. I am surprised to learn this, and I am inclined to think that this is a man-
made reason. We must remember that there will be large numbers of women voters who would 
normally prefer a woman candidate. In any event, we should try to put up women candidate. I 
would suggest as a rough measure, that a woman might be set up from each district.”58  

 
 Evidently as women had fought shoulder to shoulder with men in the country’s 

freedom struggle, so consequently the advent of independence and the promulgation of 

the Constitution in 1950, brought women at par with men and they were given equal 

rights to participate in the political and decision making process of the country. “For the 

first time in history India adopted universal adult suffrage which placed women 

politically on a par with men and ended the 50 years old struggle for equal political 

rights.”59 The constitutional guarantee of providing equality to women, thus played an 

instrumental role in making women conscious of their political rights and certainly 

ensured their full participation in the shaping and sharing of power, and post 

independent period witnessed emergence of significant number of women legislators, 

Parliamentarians and women occupying high and dignified posts in the country and 

abroad. Aruna Asaf Ali also remarked, “……..in every successive election to 

Parliament, State Legislatures, municipalities and panchayats women have played an 

active part by campaigning for progressive candidate and in many instances succeeding 

in getting elected.”60 Though the number of women who took an active part in politics 



258	
	

and holding high offices was not very high, but their capability and competence in 

political and administrative matters has been well recognized.  

 As Tara Ali Baig stated: “When the first general elections were held in 1952, 

masses of women took advantage of their new status and exercised their vote with 

discretion and enthusiasm, fully justifying their country’s faith.”61 The First General 

Elections of 1952 saw both men and women come forward in huge number to exercise 

their vote and “millions of women also went to polls. It was without doubt the biggest 

electorate in human history.”62 Not only this, during this election it was seen, that 

women did not lag behind and they campaigned vigorously their huge constituencies 

like their male counterparts. So “the first General Election of independent India proved 

the tremendous interest women showed in the democratic method of electing their 

leaders.”63 Men were outnumbered by women in many polling booths. Women entered 

the polling booths with babies in their arms.64 The enthusiasm showed by women for 

elections led Lakshmi Menon to remark: “To the ignorant, it was a great occasion 

having a religious significance. In many places women took off their shoes as they 

would when they entered a place of worship and cast their ballot papers in great 

reverence.”65 Incidentally many women also contested against other women in the 

elections. Both in the 1952 and 1957 elections from New Delhi the chief candidates for 

the Lok Sabha were two women, Sucheta Kripalini and Manmohini Sahgal, although 

the latter withdrew her nomination in the last elections. In the First General Elections 

twenty-three women were elected to the Lok Sabha and nineteen were nominated. In 

both the Houses women proved their worth by being able to adept themselves in 

parliamentary procedures which led them to contribute not only in the field of social 
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legislation, which was always the chief concern of the legislators, but in a wide range of 

issues from defence to finance.66 For instance Violet Alva, Deputy Minister in the 

Ministry of Home Affairs actively participated in the debates on defence. Renu 

Chakravarty who was skilled in trade union matters often spoke powerfully on the 

subject in the House. Dr. Seeta Parmanand looked into all aspects of vital social 

legislation, particularly the controversial Inheritance Bill. Jaishri Raiji and Uma Nehru 

were involved with reforms and expansion of co-operative movement. The subject of 

unemployment and cottage industries were taken up by Indira Mayadeo. Tarkeshwari 

Sinha was adept in the field of finance and commerce and worked with great zeal. 

During this elections, three women came into prominence as parliamentarians.67 

Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, the first Cabinet Minister got the Health portfolio, Margatham 

Chandrasekhar became the Deputy Minister and was also one of the Congress Party 

Secretary. Lakshmi Menon, however, was made a Parliamentary Secretary for the first 

five years of Parliament’s life and subsequently remained as Deputy Minister for 

External Affairs under Jawaharlal Nehru who was also Foreign Minister, till 1967.68 

 Since women were to assume the new role of governing the country and 

successful functioning of the democracy, initiative was also taken to impart training to 

women in Parliamentary techniques. Indira Gandhi, who then headed the women’s wing 

of the Indian National Congress took the lead to organize legislator’s seminars. 

Lakshmi Menon, the Deputy Minister of External Affairs and one who was well known 

for her work at the United Nations Commission on Status of Women, and Sucheta 

Kripalini greatly assisted in organizing these seminars which were also addressed by 

Jawaharlal Nehru.69  In the 1957 elections 27 women were elected to the Lok Sabha  
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and 23 in the Upper House. The new prominent women faces in the Parliament included 

Renuka Ray, Violet Alva, Parvati Krishnan.  

 Apart from this women also made significant presence in the State Legislatures 

and ministries too. Dr, Sushila Nayar became the Health Minister in the Delhi State and 

Speaker in the Delhi State Assembly successively. Renuka Ray who was Minister of 

Rehabilitation in the Government of West Bengal, was given the arduous charge of 

handling the refugees from East Pakistan. In Assam, Usha Borthakar was made the 

Deputy Minister of Social Welfare, Rural Development and Maternity and Child 

Welfare. Bihar which was considered to be a “backward province” had 32 women 

legislators in the State Assembly and two Deputy Ministers. Similarly many other states 

too had fair number of women legislators and ministers.  

 Tara Ali Baig, while giving an account of the performance of women in the 

1962 elections wrote: 

“In the elections of 1962, many more women than before, 34, were elected to the House of the 

People, the highest number so far, with 12 in the Upper House. Dr. Soundaram Ramachandran 

became Deputy Minister of Education, Maragatham Chandrasekhar, Deputy Minister, Home 

and Tarakeshwari Sinha, Finance. Ministers of State for this period were Lakshmi Menon, 

External Affairs and Dr. Sushila Nayar, Health.”70 

 
 Apart from this, there were women who held other top level posts.  Sarojini 

Naidu became Governor of Uttar Pradesh from August 1947 till her death on February 

20th, 1949. Padmaja Naidu also remained Governor of West Bengal for nine years. In 

Bombay, Vijayalakshmi Pandit was Governor for five years. Sucheta Kripalaini 

remained the Chief Minister of a vast, complex state of Uttar Pradesh from 1964 to 
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1967. In 1952, Violet Alva served as Deputy Chairman of Rajya Sabha, the first and the 

only women to have held that post.71 Again in 1957, Nehru brought Violet Alva as 

Deputy Home Minister into his Ministry.72 

 Rameshwari Nehru, one of the members of Nehru’s extended family also held 

important position during Nehru’s Premiership and she was also able to raise the 

prestige of India at the international level. She led a 12 member delegation to participate 

in the World Conference for Relaxation of International Tension held in June 1954 at 

Stockholm. Dr. Saifuddin Kitchlew, President of the All India Peace Council was so 

inspired by her address to the plenary session that he said to her, “Bravo! You swayed 

over the whole conference.” She was President of the Indian Association for Afro-Asian 

Solidarity movement. She guided the movement with distinction till her last. She had 

left a rich legacy of solidarity with all oppressed people. It was due to her guidance that 

there still exists in India and several other countries united peace and solidarity 

organization. 

 It has already been mentioned earlier, Vijayalakshmi Pandit also served in 

various capacities representing India abroad. She was India’s first Ambassador to 

Moscow and Washington and also became High Commissioner in London She was also 

made leader of the Indian delegation to the United Nations. 

 Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, the Health Minisiter under Nehru’s Cabinet also proved 

the worth of her position. Appreciating the wonderful work done by Amrit Kaur as 

Health Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru paying tribute remarked: “It has fallen to her lot to 

undertake this great task, and I should like to pay my tribute to her for the worthy 
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manner in which she has discharged it and laid strong foundations for future progress. 

We have to build upon them.”73 Rajkumari Amrit Kaur had also been sent as one of the 

delegates from India to attend the Conference  of UNESCO in 1946 and she made such 

a remarkable impression at the Conference that she was elected its Vice President on the 

second day itself. Apart from this she also represented India in other international 

organizations like All-Asian Women’s Conference, the Red Cross and the World Health 

Organization. She was also awarded the Rene Sand Memorial Award for her illustrious 

contribution to social service to the people of India and the world and she was in fact 

the first person from an Asian country to have been selected for this award in the 32 

years of the history of International Conference of Social Work. 

 Hannah Sen had been elected as Vice-President on the fifth session of the 

United Nations Commission on the Status of Women and also represented India at 

various international conferences of non-governmental organizations and UNESCO. 

Hansa Mehta represented India on many delegations abroad: Human Rights 

Commission UN, 1947-52; Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference 1948; and 

Deputy Leader of the Indian Delegation to the UNESCO Conference Paris 1958 and 

1960.  

 Acknowledging Jawaharlal Nehru for the remarkable progress and achievements 

made by the women of India abroad Renuka Ray remarked, “The Western World was 

taken by surprise when they found women one after another taking their place assuredly 

in the U.N. and other international bodies. It was Panditji (Nehru) who was behind this 

effort throughout.”74 
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 Indira Gandhi also proved the worth of her womanhood and her father’s dream 

of guiding the destiny of the country for which he had moulded and trained her, when 

she became the first woman Prime Minister of the country. Thus the reflection of 

women empowerment in the years following independence was clearly visible as India 

produced woman Prime Minister, women ambassadors and delegates and 

representatives to international bodies, women governors, women chief ministers, 

Cabinet Ministers and legislators who played a notable role in shaping the history of the 

nation. 

 Since the freedom struggle against the colonial rulers had been fought beyond 

politics to cultural colonialism, so after independence Jawaharlal Nehru believed that 

India’s self-respect lay in reclaiming literary, artistic, and cultural traditions. So he tried 

to build new India on the foundations of the old. Following this, he gave patronage to 

arts and in this respect, Nehru got immense support from Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya. 

Since she was interested in the cultural revival of the country and had been thinking in 

that direction for a long time prior to independence, she got fillip to her cause when 

Nehru after independence empowered her to take up the task of promoting and 

encouraging the culture of the country. In 1952, Kamaladevi was appointed Chairman 

of the All- India Handicrafts Board, and Pupul Jayakar, Chairman of the Handlooms 

Board. When the Government Central Cottage Industries Emporium (CCIE) in Delhi 

was running at a loss, Nehru is said to have directed the ministry to hand over the 

Cottage Industries Emporium to Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya. This truly showed his 

spirit of confidence in empowering a woman who would be able to cope up with the 

loss which the government suffered. With strong political support from Nehru, 



264	
	

Kamaladevi was able to bring handicrafts into the national economic orbit and 

launching a purposeful development of crafts to enable them to assume their rightful 

place in the economic life of the country. At the inauguration of the World Crafts 

Council in 1964 in New York, she had been the key speaker and was elected its Vice-

President. She also received the Magasaysay Foundation Award and the Watmull 

Award, for her pioneering work in upgrading Indian crafts and improving the socio-

economic status of the artisans.75 

 Apart from this, in 1953 she was also appointed Vice- Chairman of the Sangeet 

Natak Akademi. Under her direction, the Sangeet Natak Akademi worked for the 

regeneration of the folk-performing arts from every part of the country. The very first 

National Music Festival held on 31 March 1954 bore the stamp of her vision because, 

for the first time, classical music emerged from its isolation to meet folk music whose 

inclusion represented the peculiar genius of India.76 The Sangeet Natak Akademi strived 

to create national consciousness about Indian artistic traditions. It was also due to the 

efforts of Kamaladevi, that the National School of Drama came into existence in April 

1959. 

 By and large, it can be seen that the regeneration of Indian artistic and cultural 

traditions by Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya was a reflection of the outcome of 

empowerment of woman in the Nehruvian era. 

 Jawaharlal Nehru believed that once women worked for their own upliftment 

and empowered themselves, they could play an important role in the building of the 

society and the country. He was of the opinion that without them, the country cannot 
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make a rapid progress. He was often found stating that “the state of the progress of the 

country can be known by the condition of its women because they are the makers of the 

people of the country.”77 He wanted more number of women to be represented in 

Parliament. He wanted women to come up in great numbers for constructive work under 

the Five Year Plan, Community Projects and National Extension Service. He showed 

his greatest confidence in the women when he said that “the Government alone cannot 

accomplish the task without the full cooperation of the people and the women 

particularly.”78 

Hindu Code Bill and Empowerment of Hindu Women 

 As it has been mentioned above, the Constitution of free India recognized the 

equal status of women with men, ruling out discrimination and it was the new legal 

enactments which gave reality to the principle of equality.	 As Kamaladevi 

Chattopadhaya remarked,	 “The women stood expectantly on the threshold of a new 

life.”79 In this context it is imperative to discuss here the Hindu Code Bill which was the 

most revolutionary measure undertaken by Nehruvian government to empower the 

Hindu women of India.  

  Before independence the law governing the Hindus and Muslims was Hindu and 

Muslim law respectively. Since Nehru did not want to invite wrath from the Muslims, 

his Bill did not touch to reform the Muslim law. Only measures were taken to codify the 

Hindu law related to women. Even within the Hindu law there were two major schools-

Mitakshara and Dayabhaga which governed the Hindu and apart from that there were a 

number of sub-schools and different customs with diverse application in different parts 
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of the country. So therefore before independence, Hindu law was in an utterly confused 

state. This had a direct bearing on the position of women in the Hindu society. As 

Nehru had anticipated earlier when the Fundamental Rights resolution was passed in 

Karachi session 1931 on providing equal status to women, he had remarked. “Many of 

them who silently voted for the Karachi resolution might not have meant what the 

resolution laid down. They might have had mental reservations. The question was 

bound to arise again”80 It did turn out to be true, in the case of the Hindu Bill as it had to 

undergo various hurdles and face stiff opposition from the members of the Constituent 

Assembly before it could be passed not in its original form but in  a truncated form. 

 The Hindu Code Committee which was set up in 1941 under the chairmanship 

of B.N. Rau after examining the responses received from different quarters, prepared its 

report.  It suggested that instead of piecemeal legislation a complete code should be 

prepared which should retain the distinctive character of Hindu Law while introducing 

particular changes.81 The Committee met again in 1944 under B.N. Rau, and it prepared 

a Draft Code dealing specifically with Succession, Maintenance, Marriage and Divorce, 

Minority and Guardianship and Adoption. This came to be known as Hindu Code Bill. 

Not only this, the Draft Code was also translated into twelve regional languages and 

given a great deal of publicity. The report was finally submitted in 1947 and it was the 

intention of the government to introduce that the Code become law by 1948. However 

the plan could not be carried out as desired since the legislators became busy with the 

drafting of the Constitution. Again in 1948, under Nehru’s Premiership, the draft report 

was submitted to the Select Committee under the Chairmanship of the Law Minister, 

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar. He introduced certain changes in the draft bill relating to equal 
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property rights for women, abolition of customary law, and specification of grounds for 

divorce. 

	 Paradoxically, when the Bill was reintroduced in the Constituent Assembly on 

April 1948 with the major changes, it could be seen that the same members of the 

Assembly, which had just accepted the principles of equality and removal of 

discrimination based on sexes in the new Constitution, opposed tooth and nail the Hindu 

Code Bill.  The Bill was debated extensively during 1948-1951. It may also be noted 

here that when the Hindu Code Bill was debated, Renuka Ray, who was one of the 

members of the Constituent Assembly (1949-1951) played a leading role in articulating 

the position of the women’s movement on Hindu law reform. She argued that the equal 

rights promised by the Constitution were meaningless without equal inheritance rights. 

But as the discussion on the Bill could not be completed due to lack of time and the 

session ended, therefore the Bill lapsed and it remained in hibernation for three years 

until 1952, when Nehru came out victorious in the 1952 elections and this provided him 

with an opportunity to implement his vision of empowering the Hindu women of India. 

Therefore the Hindu Code Bill was taken out of the shelves and debated during 1953-56  

and the five Acts that were enacted in the chronological order were: Special Marriage 

Act (1954), Hindu Marriage Act (1955), Hindu Succession Act (1955), Hindu Minority 

and Guardianship Act (1956), and Hindu Adoption and Maintenance Act (1956). The 

last important measure, enacted during Nehru’s lifetime, was the Dowry Restraint Act 

(1961). The series of laws greatly improved the status of Hindu women who constitute 

the great majority of the women of India.82	
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 The Hindu Marriage Act of 1955 was possibly the most important part of the 

Acts passed in favour of women’s rights between 1954 and 1961 which “brought about 

a truly revolutionary change”83. The Act brought to an end of marriage being a one-

sided sacrament and men were also now bound by monogamy. It also provided for the 

first time provision for divorce. One could sought for divorce on the grounds of 

adultery, desertion, cruelty, insanity or incurable disease. So far only the husband had 

the right of taking second wife, if he found his previous marriage to be less than 

satisfactory, but now the legislation provided relief to the wife as she could end the 

marriage if the marriage proving unhappy. Therefore the Hindu wife remained no 

longer a slave to her husband and got full equal rights.  

 The Special Marriage Act 1954 permitted people of different faiths to marry, 

without either party having to renounce his or her religion. Divorce by mutual consent 

is also incorporated in this Act. This was a secular step taken by Nehru in a secular 

democratic country like India and brought about a remarkable force of national 

integration. 

 The Hindu Succession Act which came into force from June 1956 gave the 

daughter, mother and the widow full share of succession to the property of the deceased 

Hindu male. Till this Act, only sons had the right to inherit father’s property. But now 

with this Act, women not only have the right to own  their property, but also have the 

right to sell, mortgage, or give away the property if they so wish. This was indeed a 

landmark measure passed by Nehru as it raised the position of the Hindu women at par 

with men. 
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 By the Hindu Adoption and Maintenance Act, 1956 the wife was entitled to 

claim maintenance from the husband in case of divorce. The Hindu Minority and 

Guardianship Act gave rights to the father to be the natural guardian of a child 

and it also gave mother guardianship rights if the father neglected the child.  

 Expressing satisfaction over the passage of the Bills, Nehru said at the 

celebration of the birth centenary of Karve in Bombay on 18 April 1958: 

“….. I should like to say that the laws which have been passed in regard to women have given 
me a sense of achievement. I look upon these laws as measures which had long been due, and 
which would liberate the women of India and give them freedom to grow. I am now convinced 
that if the opportunity is given to them to grow, the women of this country can render great 
service to this country and to the world.”84 

 
 All these Acts bestowed several legal rights to women and created the base for 

women’s empowerment in India which had been Nehru’s desire for a long time.  Though 

the passage of this legislation was fraught with difficulty and whatever be its limitation, 

the fruits it yielded has definitely empowered the Hindu women of yesterday and today 

in many respects, which is indeed a matter of pride for them. Therefore, it can be seen 

by and large the Constitution and the ensuing legislation has definitely paved the way 

for the woman of India to emerge as a responsible person able to participate in all 

aspects of national life. 

Development of Education and Empowerment of women under Nehruvian 

Leadership 

 India is the largest democracy in the world where the womenfolk constitute 

almost half of the population. As  the Indian Constitution granted equality to all Indian 

women without discrimination, it ensured the emancipation of women. But in order to 
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achieve empowerment of women, education is an important tool, because it enables 

women to play an important role in the development process of the country. Nehru 

rightly said, “If you educate a man you educate an individual, however, if you educate a 

woman you educate a whole family. Women empowered means mother India 

empowered.” Therefore after independence the development and expansion of women’s 

education in the country became the main thrust and pre-occupation of new India. As 

education is a milestone of women empowerment and an educated woman can 

contribute in the overall development of the country, therefore under Nehruvian 

government, various National Education Policies were formulated to provide education 

to all Indian women, and in this way empower women, and consequently  the country 

has also made rapid progress in education. When compared to the progress of women’s 

education in the pre-independence period, however, the development of women’s 

education in the post-independence period has been phenomenal.85  

 After independence, the first Commission which was set up to enquire into 

education was the University Commission headed by Dr. S. Radhakrishnan in 1948-49. 

Underlining the supreme importance of women’s education, the Commission observed 

that: “There cannot be an educated people without educated women. If general 

education had to be limited to men and women, that opportunity should be given to 

women for then it would surely be passed on to the next generation.”86The Commission 

further remarked that:  

“General education for interesting and intelligent living and for citizenship in large part can be 
same for men and women…..Women should share with men the life and thought and interests 
of the times. They are fitted to carry the same academic work as men, with no less thoroughness 
and quality. The distribution of general ability among women is approximately the same as 
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amongmen.87 
 
 The Report suggested that a girl should learn to cope with all types of problems 

she might have to face after marriage and it suggested that certain courses like home 

economics, nursing, teaching and fine arts should be prescribed in colleges and 

universities.88 The Commission also recommended that there should be no curtailment 

in educational opportunities for women, but rather a great increase and that women 

teachers should be paid the same salaries as men teachers for equal work.89 

 Since the promotion of the welfare of Indian women was one of the focus of the 

First Five Year Plan spanning the period 1951-56, so therefore providing education 

facilities to women was one of its prime concern. In the post-independence period, the 

country made very rapid progress in education and there were rise in the enrolment of 

women in colleges and universities and also a notable growth in the number of 

educational centers for adult women. During 1951-52 there were 23600 recognized and 

650 unrecognized institutions for women in India.90 The total number of girl’s schools 

for general education was 19361 in 1955-56 as against 16720 in 1950-51. The number 

of arts and science colleges for girls rose from 69 in 1951 to 104 in 1956. The 

enrolment of girls in institutions for general education rose from 6.13 millions to 8.94 

millions during the Plan period. Enrolment of girls in professional colleges rose from 

4668 in 1950-51 to 9218 in 1955-56. The S.N.D.T. Women’s University, Bombay the 

only Women’s University exclusively for women founded in 1917 was given statutory 

recognition during Nehru’s time in 1951. It received grants from both central 

government as well as state governments. 
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 The Second Five Year Plan (1956-61) also emphasized on providing larger 

opportunities for girl’s and women’s education. In fact the Second Five Year Plan 

adopted the recommendations of Secondary Education Commission of 1952-53 as its 

basis. The Secondary Education Commission was the second important report of the 

post-independence period appointed under the Chairmanship of Dr. A. Lakshmanswami 

Mudaliar to examine the prevailing system of secondary education in India and 

suggested measures for its reorganization and improvement. The Commission felt that 

there was no need to deal with women’s education separately and every type of 

education open to men should be open to women. 

 The Commission made the following recommendations: 

“23. While no distinction need be made between education imparted to boys and girls, special 
facilities imparted to boys and girls, special facilities for the study of home science should be 
made available in all girl’s schools and in co-educational or mixed schools. 

24. Efforts should be made by State Governments to open separate schools for girls whenever 
there is demand for them. 

25. Definite conditions should be laid down in regard to coeducational or mixed schools to 
satisfy the special needs of girl students and members of the teaching staff.”91 

 
 As a result, the total enrolment of girls in primary schools rose from 7.64 

millions in 1955-56 to 11.4 million in 1960-61. The number of total women primary 

school teachers also increased. There was a marked increase in the number of high 

schools and higher secondary schools for girls during 1960-61 and the total enrolment 

of girls rose from 317,000 in 1955-56 to 540,690 in 1960-61.92 

 During this period, a National Committee under the Chairmanship of Durgabai 

Deshmukh was set up in 1958 to enquire into the special problems of girl’s and 
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women’s education. The members of the Committee and its Chairman undertook many 

tours to study the problems of women education in general and made valuable 

suggestions and recommendations “The Committee recognized that women’s education 

should be regarded as a major and special problem and a ‘bold and determined effort 

should be made to face its difficulties and magnitudes and to close the existing gap 

between education of men and women in a short a time as possible’.”93 It recommended 

giving of more funds for girl’s primary education, that a National Council for the 

Education of Girls and women be set up, creation of a  separate unit in the Ministry of 

Education to deal with problems of girl’s education. The Committee also sought the co-

operation of the government, non-official organizations, local bodies, voluntary 

organizations, teacher’s organizations and members of the public in the promotion of 

women’s education at all stages. It also suggested appointment of women teachers, 

separate schools for girls at the higher secondary level, provisions of hostel facilities 

and provisions of free books, writing materials and uniforms. 

 As recommended by the Deshmukh Committee, a National Council on 

Women’s Education was set up by the Government of India in 1959 to advise the 

government on the problem of girls’s and women’s education at all levels and stages. 

State Councils were also established in different states. The Council made certain 

proposal at its first and second meetings held during 1959-60. Some of these were 

included in the Third Five Year Plan (1961-1966). Although the recommendations of 

the Council was to regard the special problem for increasing the enrolment of girls as a 

centrally-sponsored scheme, it was decided that it should be located in the state sector. 

The state governments were requested to give special emphasis to the education of girls 
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in the general program for 1962-63, to increase the number of women teachers and also 

to indicate separately the additional number of women teachers to be appointed each 

year of the Plan period. The Ministry of Scientific Research and Cultural Affairs 

finalized the details of the scheme of polytechnics for girls. Four polytechnics had been 

established by 1961. 

 In a speech, while laying the foundation stone of the Janakidevi Mahavidyalaya, 

on 30 March, Jawaharlal Nehru said: 

“The biggest revolution, however, will come in this country through education, because it gives 
a new focus to thinking and many things come out of it. Education is only coming up very fast 
in our country; in that process it must be remembered that women’s education can bring about 
more revolutionary changes and its spread will bring very far-reaching results, because its effect 
will be felt in every home and will thus go to the very roots of society.”94 

 

 The Third Five Year Plan was aimed mainly at accelerating the efforts to 

improve education and to bring every home within its influence. The most important of 

all the provisions in the Third Year Plan, was the special emphasis given to the 

education of girls. The aim was to reduce substantially the existing disparity in the level 

of educational development of boys and girls.95 During the Third Year Plan a steady 

rate of expansion continued in women’s education. It is estimated that the target of 

bringing 9.84 million more girls of six to fourteen age group to school may have 

exceeded by the end of the Plan. Greater demand was made for facilities at the middle 

schools, and high and higher secondary schools. At the college and university stage 

similar extensions had taken place.. The programmes for the improvement of education 

at all stage were implemented as regards science education, the provision of qualified 

teachers, equipment and library facilities. The number of scholarships and fellowships 
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had been increased.96 In view of the importance of educating public opinion on the need 

and importance of girls’s education, a film on girl’s education entitled ‘Who Seek the 

Light’ was produced by the Films Division, sponsored by the Ministry of Education.97 

 In one of the inaugural speech at a two day seminar of the All-India Women’s 

Conference, Nehru concluded by saying: 

“Today there is comparatively no opposition to the education of girls. The problem is one of 
opportunities and facilities…. But wherever opportunities have been given, girls have done 
fairly well in colleges and universities. The education of girls has, however, to be related to the 
various professions.”98. 

 
 A short note may be added in this connection with the efforts undertaken under 

Nehru’s leadership for the empowerment of women through the Central Social Welfare 

Board (CSWB). The government made sincere efforts to empower women in socio-

economic and politico-cultural aspects which would lead to a welfare oriented state and 

a prosperous nation.99 In this respect, various welfare measures intended for 

empowerment of women have been implemented since the First Five Year Plan. The 

Central Social Welfare Board had been set up on August, 1953 under the First Five 

Year Plan with Dr. Durgabai Deshmukh, veteran social worker, parliamentarian and 

member of the Planning Commission, as Chairman of the Board. Several programmes 

were initiated by the Board for delivering welfare services through voluntary sector, 

broadly relating to welfare services for women and children. Maternity and infant health 

centre, literacy or social education among women, community crèches for the care of 

working mother’s children, women’s club, social education for women were some of 

the examples of the activities. Arts and crafts for women which would help supplement 

family incomes were part of women’s welfare programmes. Today Central Social 
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Welfare Board is the pioneering national level organization in the field of development 

and empowerment of women in the country 

 Therefore it can be seen that Nehru wanted to empower women through the 

medium of education for which intensive efforts were made during his Prime 

Ministership to really boost up women’s education in India in every respect. Though 

some lacunae were visible in the various steps taken to improve and expand women’s 

education in the country, yet the remarkable progress women made in the educational 

sphere clearly showed that women under Nehru’s leadership were truly empowered.  

The Central Social Welfare Board, which was an outcome of his vision for the holistic 

development of all sections of the community especially women and children,  also did 

commendable job for promoting the welfare and well being of the women which played 

an important role in their empowerment. 

  Nehru’s positive and broad-minded attitude towards women was truly an 

important factor in pushing forward various legislations, development plans and 

policies for improving the status of women which would lead to their empowerment. 

Nehru as he always stood for equality of both men and women, strived hard to give 

women the best of opportunities in all spheres of life in order to empower them so that, 

they could they be an asset to the nation and contribute in all ways for the development 

of the society and the nation. 
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Chapter- VII 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 It is well known that the historical literature on Jawaharlal Nehru is not less, 

rather exhaustive. Nehru was a great political leader and therefore vast number of works 

have been produced on the political life and activities and other aspects of Nehru’s life. 

Nehru was rather a fascinating figure with a multi-faceted personality and a great 

national and international figure who has left an indelible mark in the pages of Indian as 

well as of world history that historians, academicians, social scientists, researchers are 

interested to write on the varied aspects of Nehru’s life. Out of this, however there is an 

attempt in this dissertation to take up a microscopic study and an interesting side of 

Nehru’s life. In the foregoing pages an attempt has been made to study Jawaharlal 

Nehru in the light of the influence of women in his life and how his life and various 

activities were moulded and influenced by them. 

 Jawaharlal Nehru was a great freedom fighter and a national leader who made a 

tremendous contribution to the struggle for the independence of the people of India and 

for achievement of the unity of the Indian nation. So the contribution of Nehru in the 

struggle for India’s independence has been the focus of writings in the historical 

narratives. Apart from this, Nehru was not only the first Prime Minister of the country, 

but he was also a nation builder par excellence which also makes him the great 

statesman of the world. His economic policy, his foreign policy, his close association 

with the leading personalities of his time in reconstructing the nation was all part of his 
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nation building activities which also finds place in the historical narratives. But till date 

the research on the contributions on and by women in different and various capacities in 

the life of Nehru was utterly neglected or not given sufficient attention to. Under this 

consideration, the present dissertation seeks to fill up the research gap in the light of the 

materials both primary and secondary available in various research institutes of India 

and beyond. Incidentally in course of the work some of the first hand sources have been 

consulted from the Nehru Memorial Museum Library. It is not only connected with his 

personal life but is intended to take into account the national history during his time and 

the post-independent period. 

 Nehru held certain perception of women which was also moulded by women to 

a great extent. Nehru firmly believed and stood for equality of sexes and emancipation 

of women and this was ingrained in his mind right from his early days due to his 

association with women in his home front and women in general. In contrast to the 

attitude of women held by Mahatma  Gandhi for whom women symbolized the ancient 

Indian womanhood like Sita, Savitri, Damayanti who were embodiment of purity, grace 

and chastity, for Nehru Chitrangada symbolized the image of woman and his wife 

Kamala Nehru served to instill this picture of Chitrangada in his mind. Nehru had a 

peculiar perception of women and women in a way also had a particular influence on 

his mind and this influenced his perception of women. Therefore, here this is the 

research gap which is being reduced by presenting the perception of women by Nehru 

in the light of the influence of women.  
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 There has been frequent emphasis on Nehru as being a man of exceptional 

character, integrity and wisdom which is a well known fact. Moreover the combination 

of the finest values of the traditional culture of India with the modernity of his times 

was a salient feature of his personality. In imbibing the traditional values and in the 

making of a well-integrated man who possessed the outstanding attributes of a 

gentleman and the future leader, Nehru’s mother Swarup Rani had a great hand. In this 

way the research gap is being filled up by the way the work has looked upon Nehru’s 

mother Swarup Rani as being an instrumental force in inculcating these values and 

qualities in Nehru which contributed in the making of man in Nehru. 

 Nehru’s life, in its various aspects, had indeed been an eventful one. His 

reputation as a national leader and his contribution to the freedom struggle which forms 

an important chapter in the history of this nation and his nationalist activities is the 

focus of discourse in many of the writings on Nehru. But here the study in question has 

been looked upon from a different perspective. Nehru’s role in the national movement is 

not the focus of study in this dissertation but it has more emphatically emphasized on 

the role of women in the making of the nationalist in Nehru and how women acted as 

guiding forces in the course of his participation in the freedom movement. For instance 

it can be seen in the study how Kamala Nehru, Jawaharlal Nehru’s wife served as a 

potent and motivating force in influencing and guiding the nationalist activities of 

Nehru. When there was a strong opposition from Nehru’s family and particularly from 

his father Motilal Nehru of his desire to join the Gandhian movement, it was Kamala 

Nehru who stood by his side and influenced him to join the movement. Kamala herself 

coming under the strong influence of Gandhi took upon the life of self-sacrifice, 
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simplicity and austerity and in this way was able to inspire Nehru to endure the 

hardships and sufferings which would come in the course of his participation in the 

nationalist movement. At one instance in September 1934 when Kamala came to know 

that on account of her serious illness the government was considering to release Nehru 

from prison if he agreed to refrain from political activity after his release, Kamala 

vehemently opposed this and asked Nehru not to yield to the offer. She wanted to see 

the fulfillment of the nationalist mission of her husband. Similarly foreign women 

personalities like Lady Mountbatten and Madame Chiang Kai-shek also played a 

notable role in strengthening the nationalist orientation in Nehru. In this way the study 

has made a humble attempt to make a survey of the role of women in influencing the 

life of Nehru and how they contributed towards moulding the nationalist zeal and 

passion in Nehru and help in the making of a national leader who steered and led the 

country to the path of freedom. 

 Not only women, but it can be seen that women were also very attracted by the 

outstanding multi-faceted personality and leadership charisma of Nehru that it instilled 

in the minds of the women admiration, respect and adoration for Nehru. Nehru’s 

charismatic appeal was able to draw large number of women in the freedom movement, 

including his own women family members, and this in turn also served as an inspiration 

and motivation to Nehru to fight for the nation’s cause and never to yield till the goal 

was achieved. He not only thought of his domestic life, but at the same time inspite of 

his association with the freedom struggle he was also thinking of his family and that he 

also took every care to make his family members happy. Whenever he could find any 

problems, he tried to help and also guide them and in this way stood as a strong pillar of 
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strength to his family. Nehru’s two younger sisters Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit and Krishna 

Hutheesing looked upon their brother as an embodiment of grace, charm and sacrifice. 

He also had a great hand in the mental growth and development of his daughter Indira 

Gandhi. Letters which he wrote from prison to his daughter not only sought to educate 

her but also contributed in the integrated development of the personality of Indira. Not 

only this, the women in general were also attracted by the charismatic personality of  

Jawaharlal Nehru and that women like Padmaja Naidu, Mridula Sarabhai, Kamaladevi 

Chattopadhyaya, Purnima Banerjee were attracted by Nehru’s ‘modern and egalitarian 

outlook’ and they felt more comfortable and easy to approach him for any kinds of 

problems than any other stalwarts of the national movement. But what makes the work 

interesting is that it focuses on the helping hands that Nehru received from different 

women personalities which included both his women family members and other women 

who were his comrades and worked in close association with him in various 

circumstances. It is no doubt a fact that he had connections with men both at the 

national and international level, who also played important role in the life of Nehru and 

the vice versa. But since this work has looked into the role of women in the life of 

Nehru, it has discussed the issues of women who were well-reputed personalities and 

figures of the time.  

 After independence, Jawaharlal Nehru as the first Prime Minister and head of 

the state was faced with the herculean task of steering the newly-born Indian nation of 

continental proportion. At that time India was economically, politically and religiously 

exhausted and the partition which accompanied independence left the country in crisis 

and the communal violence and riots constituted a dark chapter in the pages of modern 
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Indian history. Under such formidable challenges Nehru not only had to set the house in 

order, but also undertake the task of nation-building, the narrative of which has been the 

focus of attention amongst the historians, researchers, social scientists and 

academicians. But this work has tried to reduce the research gap by potraying how 

women not only moulded, nurtured and influenced the personal and political life of 

Nehru but also stood by his side in many crucial hours during the freedom struggle and 

his Premiership by extended their helping hands in the time of crisis so as to join hands 

for the nation building. At the vital time of reconstructing the nation and under trying 

circumstances and situation, women rejuvenated the exhausted battery by giving and 

instilling in him more energy and enthusiasm. It is no doubt true that men too were 

connected with the activities of Jawaharlal Nehru and also guided him, but since the 

available literature is lacking in a clear narrative of the role of women in guiding not 

only the personal life but also the political life and other activities of Nehru in the post-

independent period, this work has tried to discuss the influence of well-reputed women 

like Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, Indira Gandhi, Sarojini Naidu, Kamaladevi Chattopadhaya, 

Madame Chiang Kai-shek, Lady Mountbatten who were closely associated with Nehru 

and acted as his comrades in times of crisis extended their helping and soothing hands, 

particularly at the crisis of nation building and this also served to give inspiration and 

motivation to help him build up the nation and in all respects. 

 Moreover in this work, women personalities from elite background have been 

highlighted. Since Nehru was born in an elite and aristocratic family, so it was obvious 

that elite women constituted the circle of his friends and comrades and he had to be in 

touch with them. All the more, these elite women were concerned with the mindset and 
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psychology of Nehru and at the same time since they had the very perspective of the 

contemporary age, so naturally from their experiences they had the calibre to built up 

the mind of Nehru according to the reality and situation. 

 Therefore, it can be seen that this research work has tried to fill up the research 

gap by looking into Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of India in the light of 

women personalities who played a significant role in the life and mission of Jawaharlal 

Nehru and contributed to the making of a nationalist, a statesman par excellence, a 

visionary and an architect of modern India.  
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