
Knowing The Unknown Indian : Through His Major Works 

      

 Nirad C. Chaudhuri stands as a great solitary and the most outstanding 

writer of prose during the post-independence period in India. He is original, 

brilliant and highly controversial because his views on man and matters are 

strong. Hardly any writer in India today is, perhaps more austerely conscious of 

his vocation as an intellectual, or who takes more pains with his writings than 

Chaudhuri is. Chaudhari is distinguished for his provocative ideas, phenomenal  

memory and robust style. Born on November 23, 1897 in Kishorganj of East 

Bengal, Chaudhuri witnessed his parents as partly Hindu monotheist and partly 

rationalist. Though he secured first division in B.A. Hons. from Calcutta 

University, his unusual temperament affected his M.A., which he couldn’t 

complete. He stayed in Calcutta for two decades. He had a chequered career and 

never found a stable job. He could make a name for himself in the area of 

journalism though he hoped to be a professor and historian. The present paper is 

an attempt to attract overenthusiastic readers to develop interest in Chaudhari’s 

works. Chaudhuri, despite being a writer with a vision and mission has been 

labelled as pedantic and rigid. 

 Chaudhuri is rightly regarded as a professional writer of considerable 

accomplishment and called “a Hindu with a European soul:” (Marnani, 55). He 

is seen as a product of the Indian renaissance which began with the impact of the 

West on the Indian intellectuals early in the 19th century. The talented intellectuals 

of the 19th century India placed social transformation above everything else. They 

desired to thrust India forward to political maturity and cultural modernity. 

Luminaries like Vivekananda, Tagore, Sri Aurovindo, Gandhi, Nehru, and 

Radhakrishnan moulded Indian’s thought and action and prepared it to face the 

challenge from the West. Chaudhuri is a product of the process of India’s critical 

awareness. Though pedantic, he is a conscious craftsman who perceives the world 

in a modern way. He has something new and disturbing to say on the present and 

the past of India. Being a nonconformist in his approach to the problems of India, 

some of his views are irritants (to some of the Indians).  

 “Defence of India or Nationalization of Indian Army” (1935) is 

Chaudhuri’s first literary effort. A brief monograph of 73 pages, it is an illustrious 

study of military organization in the British India. It deals with questions such as 

the characters, study and quality of the colonial Indian army, the unjust 



recruitment policy and its harmful effects, the need of Indianisation and the mode 

of achieving it. 

 Chaudhuri shot to international fame with his maiden work The 

Autobiography of an Unknown Indian. The book presents the objective world in 

the light of his scientific knowledge shaping the objective element of his character 

and consciousness. He projects in this book inner conflict of the whole race. He 

writes about his family antecedents, the rural cultural and the eruption of new 

politics. Chaudhuri developed his own notions about history and politics, 

morality and religion as he was familiar with the great historical movements 

including the Indian Renaissance. He was familiar with the history of historical 

writings and had acquired an unshakable faith in historical integrity. He could not 

fulfil his ambition of becoming a historian. For sixteen years, he suffered poverty, 

want and humiliation. He drifted from Govt. service to journalism. This setback 

was like a deep wound in his sensibility though it could not affect his intellectual 

vigour or his sturdy independence of mind. He writes about the old scars and 

unravels the genesis and growth of his maladjustment : “Today I nurse no 

grievance, because I have at last unravelled the genesis and growth of my 

maladjustment.” (Chaudhuri, 608). 

 Chaudhuri’s pre-occupation with history is apparent throughout his 

Autobiography. He draws his conclusions from a very large field and body of 

reference. He has tried to connect the history of India with the entire history of 

mankind. His Autobiography contains his meditations over what he had read and 

what he had observed. If he is a Cassandra, he is at least a positive Cassandra. 

 Chaudhuri’s second book A Passage to England (1959) is an outcome of 

his short visit to England in 1955. He compares Hindu society unfavourably with 

the British and expresses an exultation towards everything English. His 

personality undergoes a transformation there. The book is the perception of 

something better than India and “as much a passage to India as to England”. 

(Karnani, 28). What was imagination in India becomes a real sensation for 

Chaudhuri in the physical environment of England. Chaudhuri had in England a 

feeling of wholeness and witnessed stability in motion, in social and political life 

of England. The concept of the third dimension in art, the notion of nurture and 

terrestriality, the concept of quiet classicism, the uniform moulding of the British 

character, the value of reticence and understatement were familiar facts for the 

writer in the British society. Chaudhuri strives hard to grasp the reality about 



“Timeless England” and compares and contrasts with “Timeless India.” 

(Chaudhuri, 112). 

 Chaudhuri provides a fairly comprehensive and homogeneous picture of 

England and its people. He does not discard the news of social, economic and 

political troubles in England to make his analysis and assessment fair. He writes 

about the historic self orientation and the motivation of the writers, while this 

book, is made clear in his comparative study summed up in the following 

observation: “But the permanent face of India and the permanent face of England 

are different, they wear different looks. Time has made the face of my country 

stark, chastened and sad. The face of England remains smiling.” (P.15) 

 The Continent of Crice (1965) elaborates the historical thesis already set 

forth in Chaudhuri’s Autobiography. The book, according to Chaudhuri, is a trial 

in exposition. He has given in this book an insistent and disproportionate 

emphasis on the static and conservative aspects of Indian life and thought. He 

discovers to his great sock different kinds of antagonism and ferocity in the Indian 

society. He rearranges old ideas and notions, myths and legends with a 

remarkable plausibility. He finds in India a number of ethnic cleavages. The 

Hindu philosophy is for him “an arid metaphysical region” and Hindu thinking 

only “a wooly speculation”. (Chaudhuri, 174). He blames the tropical 

environment for the corruption and callousness of the Hindus who were originally 

Europeans. Chaudhuri states that – “… the Hindu is the European distorted, 

corrupted and made degenerate by the cruel, torrid environment of India.” 

(Chaudhuri, 131). 

 Chaudhuri, in this book, dismisses the leadership of Gandhi and Nehru as 

esoteric leadership and Indian nationalism as atavistic nationalism. The 

anglicised upper middle class which is commonly perceived as the agent of 

transformative process is, for him, only an effigy for the show. He could see only 

a dangerous void in the social and political life of India. 

 The Intellectual in India (1967) is a monograph with limited space. The 

Hindu concept of intellectual life was based on personal pursuit of philosophical 

knowledge. It was the contact with the West that gave Indians a historical 

perspective and scientific method. Chaudhuri in this book attempts to combat the 

evils from which India is suffering. He rightly remarks that intellectual ambitions 

and attitudes are discouraged in India. Chaudhuri comments : “Indian intellectual 



of the 19th century appear to have been wholly unconscious of (Western 

influence) …. and there is hardly greater awareness today.” (Chaudhuri, 42) 

 What an Indian needs in the paralysing climate is his own energy and faith. 

An Indian needs institutions that can foster his individuality and creativity. 

Intellectuals can become creative in every society with the materials provided by 

it. In his historical survey of his intellectual traditions in India- viz. the Hindu, the 

Muslim and the Indo-European- Chaudhuri emphasises the reformist zeal of the 

modern Hindu intellectuals, the traditionalism of their Muslim counterparts and 

the derivative and imitative element in the thought of the intellectuals of the 

modern Indian Reanaissance. 

 To Live or Not to Live (1970) deals with the social life and the family life 

in India. The book describes how we can have a happy social and family life 

under the conditions in which we are born in this country. Chaudhuri finds the 

social life in India arid and unpleasant. Absence of kindliness, exhibition of self-

importance, sordid and arid personal gossips and malice had made social life in 

India unsatisfactory. He finds the segregation of man and woman in Indian 

society a serious short-coming. Chaudhuri speaks against the evils of joint family 

both from historical and sociological angles. It is unfortunate that the unitary 

family has not been given full legitimacy in India. The desirability of a good 

family, for Chaudhuri means “energy and animations, acquisition of interests and 

a positive and dominant tone”. But most Indian homes, according to him, are 

“stagnant, stuffy or even stifling their psychological staticity”. (Chaudhuri, 177). 

Chaudhuri does not defend the emergence of working women as a happy trend. 

He treats it as a threat to the family and to the society. It is, for him, a sign of 

decadence and cheap imitation of the West. Thus, Chaudhuri gives a positive 

analysis of the confrontation between tradition and modernity and suggests ways 

to facilitate the process of modernization in India. 

 Scholar Extraordinary (1974) is Chaudhuri’s first attempt at biography of 

Friedrich Max Muller. It is a brilliant work because there is obviously a yawning 

gap between the biographer’s and the biographee’s attitude to Hindu culture. The 

similarities between Muller and Chaudhuri were many and striking. Both were 

poverty-stricken and both had shown a rare sense of dedication to their vocation. 

Both had undertaken a long mental voyage free from any dogma and 

characterised by disinterested pursuit of knowledge, Max Muller played an 

important and significant role in history. Britain was his adopted country and in 

India he was a legend. He rediscovered the ancient India and its glory. His relation 



with India was a major element in his life and an essential part of his vocation. 

He made people aware of new ideas and extended their views to new horizons. 

Chaudhuri remarks that, since the greater scholar was removed from India, “he 

could create an India of his own.” (Chaudhuri, 287). If Chaudhuri admires Max 

Muller, it is much more than “a popular fetish”. (Chaudhuri, 13). 

 Clive of India (1975) is the most objective work of Chaudhuri. He is 

naturally on far surer ground in this book. The book is re-interpretation of the 

personality and achievements of Clive. Chaudhuri’s admiration for Clive’s 

spectacular rise and his commiseration for the sad last days and his sudden death 

are evident enough. 

 Culture in the Vanity Bag (1976) deals with Chaudhuri’s favourite thesis 

on history to sartorial fashions. Indian clothing through the ages has been the 

theme of this book. Chaudhuri’s Anglophilia and his Hindu-baiting continue to 

be unabated in this book. Statements like- “India…. is not a country in which a 

fusion of cultures resulting in the appearance of a composite culture has ever 

taken place”, the strength of Hinduism lies in its “unblastable inertia”, “the 

Gandhi Cap”, “the Jawahar waist coat” and “two of the ugliest imaginable 

adjuncts from non-Hindu families of clothing” (Naik, 268) are revealing samples. 

 Hinduism (1979) is a sketchy and one-sided presentation of Chaudhuri’s 

subject repeated again and again. Describing the vastness of the Hindu religion 

he says : “The more one studies the details of the religion the more bewildering 

does it seem.” (Chaudhuri, 144) 

 The several varieties of belief that took shelter under the umbrella is the 

theme of the book. Chaudhuri writes. “Since a Hindu has not arrived at any 

exclusive belief in one god or many gods, it is natural for him to regard any belief 

as true,” (Chaudhuri, 148) The historical account in this book is scrappy while 

the descriptive part makes too much of several taboos which are only of 

peripheral significance. The analytical part merely describes several cults. There 

is no attempt to probe into the basic tenets of Hinduism. The best part of the book 

may be considered the author’s views and observations on Hinduism in Bengal. 

 Thy Hand, Great Anarch ! (1987) is the complementary sequence to 

Chaudhuri’s Autobiography of an Unknown India. It gives a vaster picture of his 

later life and acquires epic dimensions. It gives a detailed picture of Indian society 

in which he lived from youth to middle age. The book is a commentary on 

historical events during the crucial three decades (from 1921 to 1952) when India 



was “sliding steadily into chaos” (Dhawan, 15). The emotional ups and downs 

experienced by Chaudhuri are given a wider space. Chaudhuri, in this book, is 

courageous enough to tell many unflattering things about Gandhi, Nehru, Tagore 

and Subhash, the respected and celebrated heroes of our country. He describes 

the shameless opportunism of Indian politicians who showed their true colour 

after the transfer of power from the British to the Indians, through a very frank 

socio-political image : “All the nationalist beggars, who filed into the enormous 

building bequeathed to them by fleeting British, realized what treasures were to 

be looted by them, and they must have thought their sacrifices were at last 

rewarded.” (Chaudhuri, 383) Written on the dusk of his life, the book presents his 

world-view with a sharp focus on his doubt, dilemma, frustration and joy. 

 Three Horsemen of The New Apocalypse (1997), published in the 99th year 

of his life, is “a feast for those who enjoy reading Chaudhuri’s scathing 

commentary on our time”. (Dhawan, 15) This book presents Chaudhuri’s 

methods and fundamental assumptions about human life and the universe and 

also the present state of his mind. Chaudhuri seriously considers the concept of 

Individualism, Nationalism and Democracy which are the three horsemen and 

largely responsible for the decadence of contemporary civilisation. The first one 

is the white horse symbolising individualism. The second is a red horse 

symbolizing nationalism and known for murderousness. The third one is the black 

horse symbolizing democracy and known for its balancing capacity. He gives a 

graphic and authentic picture of decadence in England, India and America. 

Commenting on the aspects and stages of political decadence in India, Chaudhuri 

says categorically : “The most striking aspects of the Government of India after 

the gift of independence by the British people was its total falsity. Nothing was 

authentic, nothing sincere, nothing disinterested in it.” (Chaudhuri, 113) 

Chaudhuri, though highly erratic and termperamental, remained acutely sensitive 

to follies and deformities of his times without losing his faith in the human bond 

and shows his righteous indignation at the sorry state of affairs all over the world. 

 A witness to an age, Nirad C. Chaudhuri remains the Grand Solitary figure, 

a writer and a thinker who stands apart from the muddy mainstream. He is the 

cosmopolitan man who examines the health and sickness of Indian, English and 

American society. He is a part of the great Indian intellectual tradition with a 

difference. We find in his writings a dialectical process regarding the various 

aspects of Indian self and society. His writings contain “an indefinite array or 

incompatible and undecidable possibilities” (Abrahams, 55). Chaudhuri 



examines all the notions and conceptions of caste, community, religion, love, 

marriage, lust, politics, economic disparities, commercialism, consumerism etc, 

with a fury that is Swiftian and with the sense and sensibility that is Shavian. If 

his views on the makers of Indian history are not conventional or customary, there 

is behind the endeavour the burden of his agony. It is not important whether 

Chaudhuri is garrulous, acrimonious or even venomous. What is more important 

than his surface fury and irritation is his concern for the present and future of 

India. If we seriously absorb and assimilate all his ideas into our character and 

consciousness, we are sure to contribute significantly to the making of a better 

self and society. His demise at the age of 102 is like a swan leaving the pond 

putting it in the state of a loser. 

 


