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The Great Moghuls1 have contributed immensely to the cultural enrichment of India. About this valuable contribution of these emperors, A.B.Pandey has pointed out :

“The versatile genius of India furnished such excellent specimens 

of architecture, painting, book-craft, music and literature that they command respect and admiration to this day and have won for India a place in the cultural history of the world.”2

One of these contributions is perhaps the art of autobiography writing. Several eminent autobiographies were written in this period. Prominent among these autobiographies is perhaps the work of Babur. About the Memoirs of Babur, Dr. Stanely Lane-Poole comments:

“(The Memoirs)………..are no rough soldier’s chronicle of marches and countermarches …they contain the personal impressions and acute reflections of a  cultivated  man of the world, well read in Eastern Literature, a close and curious observer, quick in perception, a discerning judge of persons, and a devoted lover of nature……. The utter frankness and self-revelation, the unconscious portraiture of all his virtues and follies, his obvious truthfulness and fine sense of honor give the Memoirs of this prince of autobiographers an authority which is equal to their charm.”3
Besides the above discussed autobiography of Babur, Jahangir’s autobiographical work Tuzuk-I-Jahangiri has also achieved wide praises. Jahangir’s autobiography is marked by clear and lucid style. For instance, mark the following expression from his autobiography:

“On Thursday, the 8th, of Jumada-s-sani, 1014 A.H., I ascended the throne at Agra, in the 38th year of my age. The first order which I issued was for the setting up of a Chain of Justice, so that if the officers of the court of justice should fail in the investigation of the complaints of the oppressed and in granting them redress, the injured persons might come to this chain and shake it, and thus give notice of their wrongs. I ordered that the chain should be made of pure gold and be thirty gaz long (60 feet), with sixty bells upon it. One end was firmly attached to a battlement of the fort at Agra, the other to a stone column on the bank of the river.”4
Jahangir’s autobiography is highly praised on account of this lucid expression, as is evident from the above example. Besides the autobiographical writings of Babur and Jahangir, Abul Fazal’s autobiography appended to Ain-I-Akbari5, also gained extensive acclaims. 

Thus, we see that the art of autobiography flourished immensely in the Mughal period. This Mughul tradition of autobiography writing was continued in the modern age by several revolutionary Indo-Anglian authors, and thinkers. The most famous among these modern autobiographies are perhaps Gandhi’s The Story of My Experiments With Truth, Parmahansa Yogananda’s Autobiography of Yogi and Nehru’s An Autobiography. Of these, Gandhi’s autobiography was highly admired. In this connection, George Orwell has pointed out:

“At about the time when the autobiography first appeared I remember reading its opening chapters in the ill-printed pages of some Indian newspaper. They made a good impression on me.”6
Similarly, Nehru’s Autobiography is also extensively admired. For instance, K.R.S. Iyengar, while comparing Nehru’s autobiography with Gandhi’s comments:

“When the Autobiography appeared, Gandhi’s My Experiments with Truth was already acknowledged as a world classic, and Jawahar Lal’s necessarily invited comparison with Gandhi’s autobiography.”7
Paramhansa Yogananda’s autobiography is also admired highly. The reason for this appreciation is that in the autobiography, Yogananda Ji has painted the deep religious and philosophical sentiments in a style marked by Biblical simplicity and Mathematical plainness. For instance, mark the following expression from the autobiography:

“In his melodious voice, Rabindra Nath read to us a few of his exquisite poems, newly created. Most of his songs and plays….have been composed at Shantiniketan. The beauty of his lines, to me, lies in his art of referring to God in nearly every stanza…..”8
On account of this portrayal of his religious experiences in a lucid style, his autobiography is highly lauded. For instance. W.Y. Evans-Wentz has praised the autobiography along with its creator in the following words:

“The value of Yoganandaji’s Autobiography is greatly enhanced by the fact that it is one of the few books in English about the wise men of India…..To its illustrious author, whom I have had the pleasure of knowing in both India and America, may every reader render due appreciation and gratitude. His unusual life-document is certainly one of the most revealing of the depths of the Hindu mind and heart, and of the spiritual wealth of India, ever to be published in the West.”9
Thus, we see that in modern age, the art of autobiography well flourished in India. This tradition of autobiographical writing was further carried forward by Nirad C. Chaudhuri.

Here, we should remember that Chaudhuri’s The Autobiography of An unknown Indian differs from the autobiographies of Gandhi, Nehru and Yogananda, because in it he has defied the traditional view about autobiography that it is “the story of one’s life written by one’s self.”10 Traditionally, it is believed that in autobiography, there is the expression of one’s personality. In this connection, James Olney thinks that “an autobiography is a movement of the self…..”11Contrary to the traditional view Chaudhuri’s autobiography lacks the expression of his personality. It does not reveal Chaudhuri’s life extensively.Chaudhuri’s real intention in writing this book is not to reveal the various facets of his personality. But the ultimate motive behind this book is perhaps historical. In place of painting his personality, Chaudhuri has portrayed “the conditions in which an Indian grew to manhood in the early decades of this century.”12 He has himself confessed in this connection:

“My intention is thus historical…the book may be considered as a contribution to contemporary history.”(p.IX.)

This point was also stressed by K.R.S. Iyengar:

“It is clear, then, that Chaudhuri’s real aim is to write history, and the autobiographical exercise is merely a means to get the history started.”13
Iyengar thinks that Chaudhuri in his autobiography has portrayed his surroundings rather than his own personality. Iyengar has commented in this connection:

“The places that had an influence on Nirad’s boyhood, the family antecedents, the rural cultural milieu, the nationalist Bengal, the cold war between the ruiling and the subject races, the city and the University of Calcutta, the coming of Gandhi and the eruption of  ‘the new politics’ of the twenties-these many environmental layers receive as much attention as the quirks and quiddities of Nirad’s own temperament or the vicissitudes of his childhood, boyhood and youth.”14
William Walsh has also held the view that his autobiography is full of the details of his ethos. William Walsh comments:

“The life of the places in which Chaudhuri lived is revived with a kind of creative thoroughness. There is, to begin with, the fully pictured actuality of the town, the villages, the hill station, the city of Calcutta… displayed with lucidity and warmth; there is the intense…..family life with its routine stresses and rituals….”15
Thus, we see that his autobiography is full of passages, which inplace of revealing his personality tell us about his ethos. And in dealing with his milleu, his love for English and hatred towards Indian values are seen. Chaudhuri has showered praises on British rule in his autobiography.16 G.S. Amur has held the view that “Nirad C. Chaudhuri’s Autobiography of An Unknown Indian is an epitaph for the British Raj…”17 Chaudhuri’s love towards the English is evident from the following words:

“None of the poems gave my brother and me greater amusement that those in the dialects including two in the Dorest dialect.”(p.199)

In his love towards the English, he calls Shakespeare “the epitome, test and symbol of literary culture.”(p.197.) He thought of England as “a country of great beauty….which possessed beautiful spots…(p.113.) In his love towards England, Chaudhuri, the anglophile, has condemned various aspects of Indian social structure sarcastically. He has condemned Indian society in the following words:

“The Hindu civilization was created by a people who were actively conscious of  their fair complexion in contrast to the dark skin of the autochthons, and their greatest preoccupation was how to maintain the pristine purity of the blood-stream which carried this colour….The Hindu regards himself as heir to the oldest conscious tradition of superior colour and the carrier of the purest and most exclusive stream of blood which created that colour… When with this consciouness and pride he encounters a despised Micchchha, an unclean foreigner, with a complexion fairer that his, his whole being outraged…The….creature tries to console himself with the illusion that if in this world there is a foreigner fairer than him, it is only because that foreigner is a leper.”(pp.129-30)

Chaudhuri, in the above expression, has harshly condemned the nefracious caste system18 and orthodoxy19 of the Hindus. Thus, it is obvious that Chaudhuri praises the English virtues and condemns Indian icons. That is why, C.D. Narasimhaiah has pointed out that “he seeks…to placate his Western readers..”20
By the above discussion, it is obvious that Chaudhuri’s autobiography in place of portraying his own personality, tries to placate the British by admiring them and condemning Indian civilization and culture. And on account of this admiration of the British and hatred for the Indians, his autobiography is lacking in personal details of his personality.

Further, this lack of autobiographical details in his autobiography is seen in the two essays, appended to the autobiography. The essays are “A Youthful Testament” and “An Essay on the Course of Indian History”. In the first of the essays, he has dealt with historiography. Therein, he has maintained that the historian should practice the objective method. Chaudhuri has commented:

“The historian must be content to state facts as they happened, or, to use modern phrase, to show a development, without intruding his opinions and predilections into the narrative.”(p.353)

Infact, Chaudhuri believes that historical reasoning should be governed by all rigidity of scientific methodology. It is Chaudhuri’s fervent belief that history should remain absolutely free from personal prejudices and cranks of the historian. Chaudhuri’s view of objectivity can be compared with the following view of T.S. Eliot:

“The progress of an artist is a continual extinction of personality.”21
Chaudhuri’s point of view is also somewhat akin to the following approach of T. Nagel:

“The quest for greater objectivity is pursued by detaching more and more from our own point of view, involving not only a departure from one’s individual view point, but also a transcedence of one’s type even so far as possible, departure from a specificially human or even mammalian viewpoint.”22
Chauduri’s view about objectivity may also be compared with Arnold’s approach that calls the artist “most fortunate, when he most entirely succeeds in effacing himself.”23
Similarly, Eliot’s view, that an artist should try to explore “the possibility of arriving at something outside of ourself…...,24 is also somewhat akin to Chaudhuri’s ideal of objective history writing .

Thus, by the above discussion and comparison of Chaudhuri’s ideal of objectivity with the views of several western artists, it is obvious that Chaudhuri in his essay “A Youthful Testament” has stressed the necessity of objective method in the writing of history. He believes that the personality  of the historian should not intrude while he is writing history. Infact, he believes that historical writings of a genius should not be marred by his personal prejudices and cranks.

Here, we should remember that though he has stressed the need of objective standards in the writing of history, his own history writing is not objective, as is evident from his essay “An Essay on the Course of Indian History”, appended to his autobiography. The above essay shows that he was moved by personal prejudices and preconceived notions in the interpretation of Indian history. He has distorted facts of history. In this connection, C. Paul Verghese has pointed out:

“The essential difference between Nehru and Chaudhuri as historians is that Nehru even when he is subjective, does not interpret history to suit his fancy or justify any pet notion or prejudice, whereas Chaudhuri while professing to be objective and detached in his approach is in fact subjective.”25
Chaudhuri’s bias in historical reasoning is clearly perceptible in the above essay.In this essay, Chaudhuri divides Indian civilization into three cycles & Indo Aryan, Indo-Islamic and Indo-European. Chaudhuri, in a biased manner believes that Indian civilization in all these three cycles was inspired by foreign influences. He has commented:

“The cycles of Indian history are really the periods of India’s successive affiliations with some of the greatest movements in world history…”(p.483.)

Chaudhuri has further commented in this regard:

“In all three subsequent cycles of Indian history, whatever civilization or social order arose and flourished in India was the product of extra Indian historical movements.”(p.484.)

In accordance with this belief, Chaudhuri thinks that in the first cycle, Indian culture was inspired by the foreign invasion of the Aryans. Besides, the successive raids by the Scythians, Huns and Parthians left their indelible mark on the Hindu civilization. In the second cycle, India came under the pervasive influence of the British. In fact, he believes that India, during this period, has been a unit of the British Empire only….”(p.487.) Thus, it is obvious that in Chaudhuri’s view Indian civilization in each of these cycles was deeply inspired by the external forces. Chaudhuri himself comments:

“…………three of the greatest historical movements have forced their way into India in successive ages and created three different types of civilization; …..the civilizations have remained essentially foreign even at the highest point of their development within India and have ceased to be living as soon as they have been cut off from the source…neither political order nor civilization has come into being in Indian when a powerful external force has not been in possession of the country…”(p.513.)

In his zeal towards the influence of foreign culture on Indian civilization, Chaudhuri goes on to say that he expects “either the United States singly or a combination of the United States and the British Commonwealth to re-establish and rejuvenate the foreign domination of India.” (p.519.)

Thus, it is obvious that Chaudhuri, in his autobiography, which lacks in autobiographical details, has in a biased manner distorted the facts of history. And he has analysed Indian history in a biased way to justify his preconceived notions about the superiority of the foreign culture and inferiority of Indian civilization. In fact, in his autobiography, which is deficient in autobiographical details, he has interpreted history in a prejudiced method to placate the foreign readers. In his autobiography, there is a prejudiced reversal of established historical facts of India, as the very basis of this anglophile’s personality was hatred towards every Indian value. Thus, we can forcefully assert that Chaudhuri has presented a biased picture of Indian history, as he loves every aspect of English culture and hates various Indian rituals, customs, icons and traditions.

Inspite of his biased approach towards Indian history and stubborn hatred towards everything Indian in his autobiography, which is marked by extreme want of autobiographical details, this book has won permanent place among the greatest masterpieces of Indo-Anglian literature. Infact, its merits outweigh its faults. On account of its vigorous logic, eloquent style, intellectual flights and outspoken manner, the autobiography and its creator are highly praised. For instance, Khushwant Singh praises it along with The Continent of Circe by commenting that “Nirad Chaudhuri’s autobiography and The Continent of Circe are safe bets for 2,000 A.D.”26 Infact, “he shot into literary fame with his first book Autobiography of An Unknown Indian.”27 William Walsh has also praised the book in the following words:

“The Autobiography of An Unknown Indian is one of the finest examples of this genre to appear in English in this century, and the most significant, single discursive work to be written by the love and hate of Indian-British relationship.”28
Besides the book, its author is also highly admired for his intellectual fireworks. For instance, C.R. Mandy comments:

“I had hardly met an Indian writer with such coruscating intelligence; his brain dances like fireflies before the monsoon…..I would always rate him….. in the top class of Indo-Anglian writers.”29
Khushwant Singh has also praised Chaudhuri in the following manner:

“Chaudhuri writes the English language better than any Indian has done before and is the most erudite writer in the country. His encyclopedic knowledge has made him somewhat of a legend; he is meticulously painstaking about what he writes.”30
Thus, in the end it can be said that this autobiography and its creator, inspite of Chaudhuri’s anti-Indian bias, have won several supporters on account of its vigorous style and exhibition of intellectual crackers.
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