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Introduction

Subhas Chandra Bose was a revolutionary who sought Indian independence, but as many would contend, he ended up on the wrong side of history. In order to shake off the British yoke, Bose enlisted aid from Germany and Japan during World War II. This has led some to roundly condemn Bose as nothing more than a fascist cast in the same mold as Adolf Hitler, Hideki Tojo, and Benito Mussolini. But is there more to this complicated figure than meets the eye?

In this book, we will take a look at the big picture when it comes to one of India’s first freedom fighters of the modern era.


Chapter One

Early Life

“One individual may die for an idea, but that idea will, after his death, incarnate itself in a thousand lives.”

—Subhas Chandra Bose

Born on January 23, 1897, Subhas Chandra Bose was the middling child of a well-to-do family eking out an existence in British-controlled India. He was the ninth of fourteen children born to his parents, Janakinath and Prabhabati Bose.

Janakinath was an attorney and a good provider for the family. He was held in high esteem among the 40,000 some residents of Bose’s hometown of Cuttack. Cuttack served as an administrative center during the British regime, and more affluent Indian families were made into a semi-autonomous ruling class. It was on the back of Janakinath’s earnings that Bose received his education. He attended the best schools in India, beginning his formal education at a European-styled elementary school of the colonial tradition. Bose often found the curriculum distasteful, however, resenting its suppression of Indian culture in favor of European values.

His outlook would change dramatically when, in 1909, he enrolled at India’s Ravenshaw Collegiate School. Unlike his elementary school, Ravenshaw taught a combined curriculum of British and Indian studies. The school’s staff was also predominantly Indian. Here, Bose would defy his previous British taskmasters and delve into all things Hindu, from poetry and philosophy to yogic exercises. More importantly, young Bose would meet an inspiring mentor in the form of the school’s headmaster, Beni Madhab Das, who would leave him with lessons in not just reading, writing, and arithmetic but also in national consciousness.

It was in the auspices of Ravenshaw that much of Bose’s revolutionary spirit was awakened, but it would take much more adversity, and even a world war, to bring it to the surface.


Chapter Two

Expelled from School

“Nationalism is inspired by the highest ideals of the human race, stayam [the true], shivam [the god], Sundaram [the beautiful]. Nationalism in India has roused the creative faculties which for centuries had been lying dormant in our people.”

—Subhas Chandra Bose

Bose managed to keep his grades up at Ravenshaw, and at the age of 16, he entered Calcutta’s Presidency College. Here, he was greatly influenced by the writings of the Indian guru Swami Vivekananda. Vivekananda had passed away in 1902 at just 39 years of age, but he had preached a message that seemed to capture the mood of the populace at the time. His declaration for Indians to reach for their “own salvation” while finding a better means to “service humanity” became many a young man’s rallying call, and Bose was one of them. Bose would take this universal call for the betterment of the human individual and transform it into a nationalistic call for the betterment of the Indian people as a whole. For Bose, there would soon be nothing better than living for the service of the nation.

Bose envisioned a whole nation of Indians coming together for the greater good. He would later take as his mantra, “The naked Indian, the illiterate Indian, the Brahman Indian, the pariah Indian is my brother!” Such thinking, of course, was quite contrary to the caste system that had been so entrenched in Indian society, in which the higher classes segregated and ostracised the lowest class, the so-called untouchables, out of hand. As merely a teenager, Subhas Chandra Bose was creating a new worldview for Indian society that wished to bring all elements of the subcontinent together once and for all.

Just as Bose was dreaming of national unity, however, the rest of the world seemed poised to fall apart. It was right around this time in 1914 that the world stumbled into the great war that would become known as World War I. It was India’s colonial overlords, the British, that seemed to have the most to lose in this conflict. Many wondered if the British Empire might indeed break apart completely. Hopeful Indians, such as Bose, could only wonder if this might be the case.

Bose’s time in the college would be interrupted when on January 10, 1916, while he was immersed in his books in the library, a fellow student informed him that a British instructor at the school, Edward Farley Oaten, had maltreated some of the students. Bose was a class representative, so he took it upon himself to see whether or not the rumor was true. Upon hearing of the allegation, he went to the school principal, Henry R. James, to see if he could get Oaten censured for his actions.

But according to the professor’s side of the story, he had merely sought to curtail a group of rowdy students making noise outside of the classroom by taking them by the arm to escort them elsewhere. In Oaten’s view, he had done nothing wrong, and therefore there was no need to apologize. The principal did not have the authority to force the man to apologize either. This enraged Bose and prompted him to organize a strike the very next day. Word of the strike spread like wildfire around the town, and several nearby schools erupted in strikes and protests as well.

In the midst of all this drama, Oaten finally met with the pupils he had offended and managed to broker a cessation of the protests. The principal, meanwhile, decided to fine the students five rupees each. Even worse, despite his previous contrition, Oaten then ordered several of those who were involved in the protest out of his class and shortly afterward manhandled yet another student. This infuriated Bose and his peers and inspired them to take matters into their own hands.

So it was in mid-February that several students caught Oaten off-guard at the bottom of Presidency College’s main staircase and pummeled him with their fists. The whole ordeal transpired in less than a minute, but as the perpetrators scattered, Bose was among those seen fleeing from the waylaid professor. This resulted in Bose’s suspension and ultimate expulsion from the school. Bose would never admit responsibility in the incident, but neither did he deny it later in life. Right or wrong, it was over the crumpled body of one beaten Professor Oaten that Subhas Chandra Bose’s seeds of revolution had been sown.


Chapter Three

Work in London

“Life loses half its interest if there is no struggle—if there are no risks to be taken. . . . It is not possible to serve one’s country in the best and fullest manner if one is chained to the Civil Service. In short, national and spiritual aspirations are not compatible with obedience to Civil Service Examinations.”

—Subhas Chandra Bose

In the aftermath of his expulsion, Bose attempted to appeal the decision, claiming to have been a witness rather than a participant. The principal wasn’t convinced, however, and roundly condemned Bose as an agitator and refused to entertain any appeals he attempted to lodge with the institution. His parents meanwhile were horrified, with his mother in particular refusing to believe that her son would resort to violence against school faculty.

Bose losing his position at school sent his father scrambling to find another place of higher learning that would accept the young man. With no small effort, after asking around, Janakinath finally found it at the University of Calcutta’s Scottish Church College. The school still exists to this day and stands as the longest-running Christian liberal arts school on the Indian subcontinent. Even Bose’s idol, Swami Vivekananda, was at one time in attendance at this very same school.

Despite the previous turmoil he had been involved in, Bose managed to graduate from the university with a bachelor’s degree in philosophy in 1918. This then served as a springboard for Bose to go to England in the fall of 1919 under the pretense of studying for the Indian Civil Services exam. In British India, working for the Indian Civil Services was in many ways the highest-level post that native Indians could hope to attain. It was the fast track to becoming a high paid bureaucrat in the British Raj, ruling over the lower-class masses. Bose himself never thought that











Conclusion

The life of Subhas Chandra Bose was in many ways an uncompromising enigma. He was born in the upper echelon of Indian society yet, as a lifelong admirer of both socialism and communism, he sought to tear class structures apart. He despised Indian’s old caste system, and in one of his early diatribes, he proclaimed that all Indians should work as one. In his famous words, Bose declared that the “naked Indian, the Brahman Indian, and pariah Indian” all needed to come together to forge one India.

Yet despite these utilitarian claims, he was a young man who very much benefited from his father’s affluent position as a prominent lawyer in British India. It was his dad, after all, who famously “threw away 10,000 rupees” so that his son could take examinations to enter into the highly esteemed Indian Civil Services. But even after passing the exams with flying colors, Bose rejected the prestigious position laid at his feet in order to pursue his own revolutionary activities.

Another seeming contradiction was Bose’s admiration of Gandhi coupled with his own seemingly unceasing advocation of violence. Almost anyone would agree that Gandhi and Hitler would make strange bedfellows, yet Subhas Chandra Bose was associated with them both.

But although he may at first glance appear to be a man of contradictions, the one driving focus of his career—indeed of his life—was the independence of India. Perhaps his efforts can be more easily understood in the words of another revolutionary, America’s Malcolm X, who declared that change needed to occur by “any means necessary.” Because no matter what the situation was, and no matter what people or places Bose made use of, his main overriding goal was to create a free and independent India for the future generations. Some may say that he entered into a Faustian bargain by teaming up with dictators in Germany and Japan, but Bose’s desire for a free India was so great that everything else took a backseat. In his eyes, India’s plight was of such importance that any of these means he employed justified the ends that he sought.

Whether you view his struggle sympathetically or harshly, one thing is certain—Subhas Chandra Bose was a man of uncommon and uncompromising conviction, the likes of which this world has rarely seen.

