
Chapter 1

Life and work

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born in 1869 in the coastal town of

Porbandar, one of scores of tiny princely states and now part of the

Indian state of Gujarat. Although the Gandhis, meaning grocers, were

merchants by caste, they had risen to important political positions.

Mohandas’s father was the chief administrator and member of the court

of Porbandar, and his grandfather that of the adjacent tiny state of

Junagadh.

Gandhi grew up in an eclectic religious environment. His parents were

followers of the largely devotional Hindu cult of Vishnu (or

Vaishnavites). His mother belonged to the Pranami sect, which

combined Hindu and Muslim religious beliefs, gave equal honour to

the sacred books of the Vaishnavites and the Koran, and preached

religious harmony. Her religious fasts and vows, observed without

exception all her life, left an abiding impression on her son. His father’s

friends included many Jains who preached a strict doctrine of non-

violence and self-discipline. Gandhi was also exposed to Christian

missionaries, but Christianity was not a significant presence in his

childhood. Like many Hindus he unselfconsciously imbibed a variety of

religious beliefs, but had no deep knowledge of any religious tradition

including his own.

Gandhi was a shy and mediocre student, and completed his school
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education with average results. He was married to Kasturbai when they

were both 13 years of age, an experience that turned him into a bitter

enemy of child marriage. Sex understandably obsessed him greatly in

his early years. One night when he was 16 years of age, he left his dying

father to spend some time with his wife. His father’s death during his

short absence hurt him deeply. Although many commentators have

used this incident to explain his hostility to sex, there is little real

evidence to support this view. In his autobiography Gandhi only said the

incident created a deep sense of ‘shame’ in him. What is more, he

continued to enjoy his wife’s company for several years afterwards and

went on to raise four sons. He did not become seriously interested in

celibacy until nearly 16 years after the incident and, although the sense

of guilt played a part, his real reason was a desire to conserve his

physical and spiritual energies for the important political struggles on

which he had then embarked.

Gandhi left for England in 1888 to train as a lawyer, after giving a pledge

to his mother that he would avoid wine, women, and meat. In the early

months he lived the life of an English gentleman, buying himself a

morning suit, a top hat, and a silver-headed cane, and taking lessons in

dancing, elocution, and the violin. As the money ran out and after he

had narrowly escaped a sexual temptation, better sense prevailed, and

Gandhi turned to the more serious aspects of English life. Like many

other colonial leaders he discovered the West and the East at more or

less the same time, and one through the other. He read widely about

British and European law and politics, interacted with theosophists, and

studied Christianity, finding the Old Testament somewhat disagreeable

but the New deeply moving. He also read about his own religious

tradition, especially the Gita and Edwin Arnold’s Light of Asia, which

respectively initiated him into the Hindu and Buddhist philosophies.

Gandhi was called to the bar in June 1891 and left for India two days

later.

Gandhi’s legal career in India was disappointing. He was too shy to open
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his mouth in court and had to give away his first barrister’s brief to a

colleague. He turned to drafting applications and managed to make

ends meet. However, the work did not interest him much, and it also

exposed him to court intrigues which he found tiresome. When a

Muslim firm in South Africa sought his services as a lawyer and a

correspondence clerk, Gandhi readily accepted the offer. He sailed for

South Africa in 1893 intending to spend a year there but instead stayed

on for 21 years.

South Africa

South Africa was a turning point in Gandhi’s life. It confronted him with

many unusual experiences and challenges, and profoundly transformed

him. Within a week of his arrival he had an experience that changed the

course of his life. When travelling from Durban to Pretoria, he was

thrown out of a train in the middle of the night for daring to travel first-

class, and spent the rest of the night shivering in the waiting room at

Petermaritzburg station. The distraught Gandhi debated whether to

return to India or stay on and fight for his rights, and resolved to do the

latter. The next day he travelled to Charlestown without difficulty, but

the driver of the stagecoach that carried him to Johannesburg refused

to let him travel inside, and asked him to sit next to him. Gandhi

reluctantly agreed. Later he was asked to move and sit on a mat on the

floor. Smarting under a sense of injustice, he refused, whereupon the

driver started beating him and tried to push him off the coach until his

fellow passengers saved him. Some months later he was kicked into the

gutter by a sentry for daring to walk past President Kruger’s house in

Pretoria (A 91–6).

Indians who had begun to migrate to South Africa from the 1860s as

indentured labourers to work on sugar and coffee plantations suffered

all kinds of indignities and discrimination, especially in Natal and

Transvaal, where they were heavily concentrated. In April 1894, when

Gandhi was about to return to India for good, the legislature of Natal

Life an
d

 w
o

rk

5



was debating the Indian Franchise Bill, which would have taken away

Indians’ voting rights. Gandhi’s Muslim employer urged him to stay on

to lead the fight, and he readily agreed. He founded the Natal Indian

Congress and his campaign succeeded in partially reducing the

harshness of the Bill. His similar campaigns against immigration

restrictions and discriminatory licensing laws were much less successful.

He increasingly began to complain that constitutional pressures,

petitions, and rational persuasion were making no impact on

‘prejudiced’ minds, and wondered what else he should do.

He found the answer a few years later. When Transvaal passed a law in

1907 requiring the registration and fingerprinting of all Indians and

giving the police the power to enter their houses to ensure that the

inhabitants were registered, Gandhi hit upon his well-known method of

satyāgraha. It was a form of non-violent resistance and involved

peaceful picketing of registration centres, burning registration cards,

courting arrest, and gracefully accepting such punishment as was

meted out. Gandhi’s protest resulted in some concessions which,

however, fell short of his original demands. It was followed by another

satyāgraha, this time involving Indian women and miners, against such

measures as the imposition of poll tax, the refusal to recognize Indian

marriages, immigration regulations, and the system of indentured

labour. This had greater success and led to the passage of the Indian

Relief Act in 1914.

During his 21 years in South Africa, Gandhi’s ways of thought and life

underwent important changes. Indeed the two became inseparable for

him. Thought came to have no meaning for him unless it was lived out,

and life was shallow unless it reflected a carefully thought-out vision of

life. Every time Gandhi came across a new idea, he asked if it was worth

living up to. If not, he took no further interest in it. But if the answer was

in the affirmative, he integrated it into his way of life, ‘experimented’

with its ‘truth’, and explored its moral logic. This approach deeply

influenced his attitude to books. He read little, and only what was
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practically relevant. But when a book gripped his imagination, he

meditated on it, brooded over its message, put its central ideas into

action, and ‘grew from truth to truth’. He mainly read religious and

moral literature including Plato’s Apology and William Salter’s Ethical

Religion (1889), the first of which he translated and the second

summarized into his native Gujarati. Three books that influenced him

deeply during his stay in South Africa were Henry Thoreau’s On the

Duty of Civil Disobedience (1847), a ‘masterly treatise’; Tolstoy’s The

Kingdom of God Is Within You (1893), which ‘overwhelmed’ him and in

which he claimed to have first discovered the doctrine of non-violence

and love; and John Ruskin’s Unto this Last (1862), whose ‘magical

influence’ was a ‘turning point’ in his life (A 250). Inspired by Ruskin,

Gandhi decided to live an austere life on a commune, at first on the

Phoenix Farm in Natal and then on the Tolstoy Farm just outside

Johannesburg.

During this period Gandhi embarked on a number of experiments

involving diet, child-rearing, nature cure, and his personal and

professional life. Under the influence of a medical book that greatly

impressed him, he even delivered his fourth son himself. He became

convinced that a political leader must be morally pure, and embarked

on a programme of personal moral development. Constantly

challenged by the ubiquitous Christian missionaries to explain and

defend his religious beliefs convincingly or convert to Christianity,

Gandhi often felt lost. The Hindu concepts of ātman (soul) and moksha

This book [Unto this Last] was impossible to lay aside, once I had

begun it. I discovered some of the deepest conviction reflected

in it. Johannesburg to Durban was a twenty-four hours’ journey.

The train reached there in the evening. I could not get any sleep

that night. I determined to change my life in accordance with

the ideals of the book.
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(liberation) puzzled him greatly, and he had to write to his mentor

Raichandbhai in India for clarification and guidance. Since Gandhi

learned about his religion in South Africa in a confrontational context

and without access to a rich and living Hindu tradition, his knowledge of

it was largely based on reading and reflection, and remained shallow

and abstract. Like many other things in his life, he made up his brand of

Hinduism as he went along, with all the attendant advantages and

disadvantages.

In South Africa Gandhi made close Jewish friends, one of whom

bought the 1,100-acre Tolstoy Farm for him, and acquired

considerable knowledge of the beliefs and practices of the only major

religion to which he had not hitherto been exposed. He called Jews

the ‘untouchables of Christianity’ whose persecution, like that of their

Hindu counterparts, was based on a deeply corrupted and gross

misreading of a great religion (lxviii. 137). Gandhi also cultivated close

Christian friends, especially the British missionary C. F. Andrews

(1871–1940), of whom he said that there was no one else to whom he

had a ‘deeper attachment’ (F 130). Under their influence Gandhi

renewed his study of Christianity and integrated several aspects of it

into his brand of increasingly redefined Hinduism, particularly the

idea of suffering love as exemplified in the image of crucifixion. The

image haunted him all his life and became the source of some of his

deepest passions. He wept before it when he visited the Vatican in

Rome in 1931; the bare walls of his Sevagram āshram made an

exception in favour of it; Isaac Watts’s ‘When I survey the wondrous

Cross’, which offers a moving portrayal of Christ’s sorrow and

sacrifice and ends with ‘love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul,

my life, my all’, was one of his favourite hymns; and in many dark

moments of his life he articulated his suffering in the image of Christ

on the Cross.

In South Africa Gandhi acquired political skills and learned lessons,

some of which served him well and others ill on his return to India. He
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understood the value of journalism, and started and used the weekly

Indian Opinion to propagate his ideas. He also saw how demoralized and

incapable of concerted action his countrymen had become. Rather than

fight for their rights, they expected others to do it for them and in the

meantime circumvented discriminatory rules by bribing government

officials. Not surprisingly he repeatedly rebuked them, urged them to

‘rebel’ against themselves, and warned them that ‘those who behave

like worms should not blame others for trampling upon them’. Gandhi

also learned the art of self-projection and political networking. He

wrote about his work to influential people abroad including Tolstoy,

assiduously cultivated important Indian and British leaders, and ensured

that his activities were well reported in India and Britain. In South Africa

he had little difficulty uniting Hindu and Muslim traders, many of whom

shared a common language and culture. He generalized this experience

and both underestimated the distance between the two communities

in India and exaggerated his own ability to bridge it.

Return to India

Gandhi had gone to South Africa an insecure, timid, and unsuccessful

lawyer. He left it for India in 1914 a self-confident, proud, deeply

religious, and well-known political leader. His reasons for leaving South

Africa are not entirely clear. Although he thought and wrote otherwise,

his successes there were rather limited and he must have known that he

could not do much more. By contrast he had acquired quite a name and

had established useful contacts in India, and might have thought that

he had an important role to play there. Whatever his reasons, he

returned home equipped with a new method of action and a long-

meditated programme for India’s regeneration. Gandhi was in those

days an enthusiastic supporter of the British Empire. He thought it

stood for great ideals with which he had rightly ‘fallen in love’, had given

him unrestricted access to Britain and South Africa, and had exposed

him to many new ways of life and thought. Not surprisingly he urged his

countrymen in London and India to support the British war effort, he
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raised an ambulance corps in London in 1914, and recruited for the

British army in India in 1918. Although a votary of non-violence, he

insisted that his loyalty to the Empire required him to give it his full

support in times of need.

After his arrival in India, Gandhi travelled throughout the country with

‘his ears open and mouth shut’, as his ‘political guru’ the great liberal

leader Gopal Krishna Gokhale had advised him to do, to get to know the

country he had left over two decades ago. His observations led him to

two crucial conclusions. First, although independence was not yet on

the agenda, there was considerable opposition to the increasingly

oppressive colonial rule and a widespread demand for representative

institutions. The ‘begging’ and ‘demeaning’ methods of the Indian

National Congress, founded in 1885 and dominated by middle-class

professionals, had proved ineffective, and the terrorist movement,

whose spokesmen he had first encountered in London during his

student days and with whom he had debated the ethics of violence

during his subsequent visits, was gaining ground. Gandhi shared the

latter’s impatience and admired its courage and patriotism, but strongly

disapproved of its violence on both moral and prudential grounds.

Violence was inherently evil, not a viable option for a people who had

been disarmed by the colonial rulers, and unlikely to build up moral

courage, cultural self-confidence, and the capacity for concerted action

among the masses. Gandhi thought that the method of satyāgraha that

he had developed in South Africa was India’s best hope.

Secondly, Gandhi’s study of India convinced him of its ‘degenerate’

status. He had noticed it in South Africa and written about it in Hind

Swarāj, his first book, in which he offered a systematic analysis of India’s

predicament and its resolution (M i. 199–264). Thanks to the centuries

of foreign rule, Indians had become deeply divided, caste-ridden,

conformist, fragmented, selfish, contentious, cowardly, demoralized,

and lacking in a social conscience and civic virtues. Unless the country

was revitalized and ‘reborn’, it could neither win nor sustain its
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independence. Accordingly, Gandhi worked out a comprehensive

syllabus of national regeneration, which he appropriately called the

Constructive Programme. Typically Gandhian in its content, it included

both small and large items, covering different areas of life and some

chosen largely for their symbolic value. It included such ‘absolutely

essential’ proposals as Hindu–Muslim unity, the removal of

untouchability, a ban on alcohol, the use of khādi (hand-spun cloth), the

development of village industries, and craft-based education. It also

included equality for women, health education, use of indigenous

languages, adoption of a common national language, economic

equality, building up peasants’ and workers’ organizations, integration

of the tribal people into mainstream political and economic life, a

detailed code of conduct for students, helping lepers and beggars, and

cultivating respect for animals.

Although some of these proposals were rather trivial, none were

without value. For example, the use of khādi was intended to provide a

national uniform and create at least a measure of outward equality in a

highly unequal society, to generate a sense of solidarity with the poor,

to bring economic pressure to bear on the British government, and to

reduce foreign imports. The use of regional languages was intended to

bridge the vast and widening chasm between the masses and the

Westernized elite, ensure cultural continuity, encourage authenticity of

thought and action, and to forge indigenous tools of collective self-

expression. The development of village industries was intended to help

the poor in the villages, guarantee them gainful work, arrest migration

to the cities, and, above all, to sustain what Gandhi took to be the

necessary social and geographical basis of Indian civilization.

For Gandhi the well-planned satyāgrahas and the Constructive

Programme, especially the latter, held the key to India’s moral

regeneration and political independence. For nearly 30 years he single-

mindedly devoted all his energies to both. He needed a united team of

men and women with complementary talents, and skilfully identified,
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nurtured, and welded them. Sometimes he took over whole families,

used their members to reinforce each other’s commitment to his cause,

and even became their honorary senior member, resolving internal

tensions and exercising considerable emotional influence especially over

the women and the young. He skilfully linked various families and

created a deeply bonded national network, with himself as its venerated

head. Since he needed a journal to carry his message in his own words,

he started and edited Navajivan, to which he later added Harijan. He

required funds, and so he cultivated and shrewdly managed India’s half

a dozen richest industrialists. He needed to awaken and unite his

countrymen, and so he initiated a series of well-planned satyāgrahas,

each appealing to a clearly targeted constituency. He required a

powerful political organization, and rebuilt the Indian National Congress

from the bottom upwards.

Above all Gandhi needed to mobilize the masses. After long reflection

and experimentation he evolved a distinct mode of discourse that was

also a form of praxis. Convinced that human actions derived their

emotional energy from the ‘heart’, which could only be addressed and

activated by judiciously selected symbols, he evolved a powerful cluster

of culturally evocative symbols including the spinning wheel, the khādi,

the cow, and the ‘Gandhi cap’ (a white cotton cap popularized by him).

The spinning wheel, for example, which Gandhi asked everyone to ply,

served several symbolic purposes. It was a way of gently rebelling

against modern technological civilization and affirming the dignity of

India’s rural way of life. It united the cities and the villages and the

Westernized elite and the masses, and was an ‘emblem of their

fellowship’. The spinning wheel also established the dignity of manual

labour and those engaged in it and challenged the traditional Indian

culture which despised both. It symbolized social compassion, for those

who did not need the proceeds of its products were urged to give away

those products to the needy, an infinitely superior moral act to the

patronizing donation of money. And it also forced the individual to be

alone with himself and observe silence for at least some time during the

G
an

d
h

i

12



day. Gandhi not only evolved countless symbols of this kind but also

became one himself. Partly by conscious design and partly as

spontaneous expressions of his whole way of life, his dress, language,

mode of public speaking, food, bodily gestures, ways of sitting, walking,

and talking, laughter, humour, and staff became symbols of a specific

way of life. Each evoked deep cultural memories, spoke volumes, and

conveyed highly complex messages.

Gandhi’s symbols did not appeal to emotions alone, for he also offered a

rational defence of them; neither were they mystical or arcane, for

they were all drawn from the daily lives of ordinary Indians. They

appealed to both the head and the heart, interests and cultural

memories, the present and the past, and were designed to reach out to

the ‘whole being’ of his countrymen and mobilize their moral energy. In

their own ways they created a new aesthetics and a kind of private

public world of discourse to which the colonial government had no

access. No other leader before Gandhi had worked out such a clear,

comprehensive, and powerful strategy of action, and none possessed

either his massive self-confidence or his organizational and

communicative skills. It was hardly surprising that he exercised

unparalleled influence on Indian political life for nearly a quarter of a

century.

For Gandhi the struggle for political independence had to be run in

tandem with and subordinated to the larger struggle for Indian

regeneration. If political independence became the sole or even the

more important of the two goals, the country ran the risk of valuing

political power for its own sake, encouraging careerism, giving greater

prestige to office-holders than to grass-roots workers, and so on.

Although Gandhi’s view had its merits, it also created problems for him.

The struggles for independence and moral regeneration had different

logics and sometimes came into conflict; in addition, the struggle for

independence involved both satyāgrahas and working within the

representative institutions provided by the colonial state, and again
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these sometimes pulled in different directions. Many Indian leaders

did not share the priority Gandhi gave to moral regeneration and the

Constructive Programme, and took the opposite view that political

independence was the necessary condition of moral regeneration

and had to come first. While Gandhi judged a satyāgraha from the

standpoint of its effect on Indian society and its regeneration, they

judged it on the basis of how it affected conventional politics and

furthered their demand for representative institutions. Furthermore,

since Gandhi had not clearly worked out the relationship between

conventional politics, satyāgraha, and the Constructive Programme,

and since it had to be constantly redefined in the light of changing

circumstances, his overall strategy remained somewhat

incoherent, rendering his leadership occasionally erratic and

unpredictable.

Gandhi knew this and sought to come to terms with it. He argued that

different individuals had different talents and dispositions, and were

suited for different kinds of work. Some felt most happy doing

constructive work, others were happier participating in satyāgrahas, yet

others were best suited for conventional politics. The political struggle

should accommodate this plurality, and leave each individual free to do

what he or she was best at. This both gave a sense of personal fulfilment

and ensured the necessary division of labour, which the great task of

Indian regeneration and independence required. As for himself, Gandhi

said he felt most at home with constructive work and to a lesser extent

with satyāgraha, and wholly ill at ease with conventional politics. He

therefore concentrated on the first two, largely leaving the last to those

suited for it. Although conventional politics could not be so easily

disengaged from the other two, this was a sensible compromise and

worked reasonably well. It also meant that Gandhi’s relationship with

the Congress remained loose and fluid. The Congress retained

considerable autonomy and was never merely an instrument of his will;

for his part he retained his freedom of action and was not just a

Congress leader.
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Although Gandhi’s satyāgrahas in India followed the broad pattern of

those in South Africa, he also introduced, as we shall see later, several

changes to suit new circumstances and needs. The idea of fasting was

one of them and became a subject of much debate throughout his life.

For reasons to be discussed later, Gandhi had no doubt whatever that his

fasts were not hunger-strikes, nor forms of moral or emotional

blackmail, nor ways of evoking and exploiting others’ pity, but forms of

self-sacrifice and represented a perfectly moral method of action. His

past experiences had convinced him that human actions sprang from

‘both the head and the heart’, and that individuals could not be shaken

out of complacency on issues of vital moral importance by sermons and

arguments alone. One had to touch their hearts and activate their

consciences, and fasting was one of the most effective ways to do so. As

Gandhi understood its nature and mechanism, the idea of fasting had

two distinct sources, the Hindu practice of tapas (penance) and the

predominantly Christian idea of suffering love. The fast was an act of

self-imposed suffering designed both to purify oneself and to energize

the consciences of those addressed by it.

Leadership of the Independence Movement

Thanks to his well-received work in South Africa and successful

leadership of the Champaran and Kaira satyāgrahas of 1917 and 1918

respectively and of the Ahmedabad textile workers’ strike of 1918,

Gandhi became an influential national leader within four years of his

return to India. His moralistic language, complex personality, clarity of

vision, use of culturally suffused symbols, manners, enormous self-

confidence, and courage to stand up to the established leadership both

impressed and intrigued his countrymen, and added to his charisma.

When the unpopular Rowlatt Acts, passed in March 1919 and directed

primarily at ‘revolutionary conspiracies’, continued the wartime

restrictions on civil liberties, Gandhi felt confident enough to launch his

first national satyāgraha later that year, involving an effective nation-

wide hartāl (cessation of work) and mass demonstrations. Contrary to
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his expectations, it was marred by cases of arson, looting, and violence

against some Englishmen. Gandhi described it as his ‘Himalayan

miscalculation’ and called it off, an action he was to repeat three years

later in another context. The fear of public humiliation or losing his

moral authority did not bother him in the least, for it was ‘more

honourable’ to admit mistakes than to sacrifice one’s principles, and in

any case ‘moral authority is never retained by attempting to hold onto

it’.

Some violence still continued and the colonial government banned all

public meetings in the Punjab. When one was held in Jallianwalla Bagh

in Amritsar on 13 April 1919, Brigadier General Dyer ordered his troops to

fire on the unarmed crowd without a prior warning, killing 379 people

and wounding 1,137. The incident and the Hunter Commission’s

subsequent exoneration of Dyer discredited the colonial rule in the eyes

of most Indians, and Gandhi wrote to the Viceroy that he could retain

‘neither respect nor . . . affection’ for the colonial government. A few

months later he wrote three important articles declaring sedition a

‘duty’ and demanding an end to British rule.

Gandhi launched a Non-cooperation Movement in 1920, which lasted for

about two years. It was inspired by the brilliantly simple but dangerous

idea that, since the colonial state owed its continuance to the co-

operation of its subjects, it would disintegrate if they withdrew their

support and set up alternative institutions to fill the vacuum. Gandhi

promised independence ‘within a year’ if non-cooperation was total

and widespread. It was to be practised in several stages, and involved

resignation from government services, refusal to use courts and schools

and at a later stage to pay taxes and serve in the armed forces, and the

burning of foreign cloth. Many were disturbed by Gandhi’s proposal not

only because they thought it unrealistic but also because of its anti-

statist and quasi-anarchist implications. Gandhi rejoined that non-co-

operation was a way of demonstrating the hollowness of the colonial

state and the average Indian’s complicity in it, and of reconstituting the
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new state on a popular basis. His idea of burning foreign cloth also

provoked much unease, and some, including India’s poet laureate

Rabindranath Tagore, wondered if Gandhi was not stoking the flames of

narrow nationalism and even xenophobia. Gandhi vehemently rejected

the charge. Foreign cloth symbolized conspicuous display of wealth,

‘infatuation’ with things foreign, use of dress as a badge of Western

identity, and economic domination by the colonial masters. To burn it

was to ‘purge’ or ‘purify’ oneself of all this. It had the additional

advantages of building up indigenous industries, fostering the cultural

self-confidence of the masses, and hitting British economic interests

(xxi. 102; xl. 84–5).

For his leadership of the Non-cooperation Movement, Gandhi was

arrested and tried in March 1922. He characteristically subverted the

trial by refusing to adhere to its logic. He did not hire a lawyer and faced

the prosecutor alone, symbolizing the helplessness of subject India

before a well-organized colonial state. He did not defend himself either,

and not only pleaded guilty but also asked the judge to take into

account some of the incriminatory material he had ignored. He turned

his trial into a trial of colonial rule itself, using the occasion to explain

why ‘from a staunch loyalist and co-operator’ he had ‘become an

uncompromising dis-affectionist and non-co-operator’ and suggesting

that there was something profoundly wrong with a system of rule which

required incarceration of the likes of him. He ended by presenting the

judge with a moral dilemma: if he approved of the prevailing system, he

had a duty to inflict the ‘severest penalty’ on Gandhi; if he felt uneasy

about the latter, he had a duty to condemn the system and resign

(G 254–8).

The deeply moved British judge rose to the occasion. He bowed to

Gandhi and remarked that he was in a ‘different category from any

person I’ve ever tried or am likely to have to try’. He reluctantly

sentenced him to six years’ imprisonment, saying that, if for some

reason the government were to release him sooner, no one would be

Life an
d

 w
o

rk

17



‘better pleased’ than he. Gandhi responded by thanking the judge both

for the most courteous manner in which he had treated him and for

imposing a sentence that was ‘as light as any judge’ could have imposed

under the circumstances. The trial, a remarkable episode in British

colonial history, highlighted Gandhi’s style of operation, the raj’s

capacity for decency, and the gentlemanly manner in which the two

sometimes conducted their relations. Significantly, the colonial

government never tried Gandhi again, though it did incarcerate him on

several occasions.

The Non-cooperation Movement served notice on the raj and made

political independence a widely shared national goal. It radicalized a

large number of Indians, drew them into political life, and extended the

organizational reach and social basis of the Congress. It also led to a

large body of voluntary institutions, greatly expanded civic space, and

reduced the moral hold of the colonial state. However, it failed in its

basic objective of paralysing the colonial state by establishing an

alternative one behind its back. It demanded sacrifices of careers only a

few were willing to make, and implied a hostility to Western institutions

that only a few shared. Not surprisingly students who had boycotted

government schools began to return, lawyers resumed their practice,

and an influential body of nationalist leaders insisted on participating in

municipal, provincial, and national legislative bodies. Contrary to

Gandhi’s calculations, the movement unwittingly alienated many

Muslims. Their middle classes did not wish to give up their hard-won

careers or abandon colleges and universities. When Mohamed Ali tried

to close down the Muslim college at Aligarh, he was beaten off by

parents and trustees. Indeed many Muslims thought that Gandhi’s plan

was a Hindu conspiracy to hold back their progress!

Gandhi was released early from prison on grounds of health. He was

elected President of the Congress in 1924, the only time he accepted a

position within it. He was deeply worried about the growing separation

between India’s various communities, especially the Hindus and the
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Muslims, which the Non-cooperation Movement had not only

highlighted but also in some cases accentuated. His well-meaning but

ill-advised support for the Muslim leaders’ campaign against the British

abolition of the Turkish Caliphate in 1919 had not promoted

intercommunal unity either. Instead it strengthened the hold of the

ulemas, alienated Mohamed Ali Jinnah and other secular Muslim leaders,

encouraged pan-Islamism, and provoked Hindu suspicions of Muslim

disloyalty. Gandhi now decided to tackle the question of Hindu–Muslim

unity, and embarked on a 21-day fast in 1924 to create ‘mutual respect

and tolerance’ between them. Apart from placing the subject high on

the national agenda and encouraging some Hindu–Muslim cooperation,

his fast achieved little.

Gandhi felt that he needed to concentrate on his Constructive

Programme in order to build up the unity and self-confidence Indians

needed to fight against the colonial rule and eventually to sustain their

independence. He therefore turned to improving the status of women,

removing untouchability, encouraging cottage industries, propagating

the spinning wheel, and popularizing vernacular languages. He decided

to observe a year of silence in 1926 and devote it to calm reflection,

social work, and conserving his emotional energy. He had long believed

in the regenerative power of silence and had for years observed

Mondays as days of silence, communicating when unavoidable by notes

scribbled with a pencil stub. As he wrote to B. C. Roy in May, 1928:

I am biding my time, and you will find me leading the country in the field

of politics when the country is ready. I have no false modesty about me. I

am undoubtedly a politician in my own way, and I have a scheme for the

country’s freedom. But my time is not yet . . .

(CW, 36. p. 287)

Gandhi’s time came in 1930. From the mid-1920s onwards terrorism and

industrial strife were on the rise. The representative institutions

established since 1919 had proved disappointing. Their powers were
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severely limited, and they were starved of resources. The deteriorating

world economic situation affected India and led to considerable unrest.

Gandhi felt that there was ‘a lot of violence in the air’ and that some

form of civil disobedience was necessary not only because the situation

demanded it but also to provide a safety valve for growing discontent

and to avoid a split within the Congress itself. He was, however, worried

that in the country’s current mood even the most peaceful forms of

disobedience ran the risk of turning violent. After ‘furiously thinking day

and night’, Gandhi decided to launch a satyāgraha against the

government’s decision to tax salt in 1930. The protest involved breaking

the law by making salt on the seashore. Officially it was to be his, not

Congress’s, satyāgraha, limited to himself and his carefully chosen

associates, and involved a pledge by all that they accepted non-violence

not just pragmatically but as an article of faith and would adhere to it

even under the greatest provocation. Gandhi chose salt as an issue

because it affected all Indians, united Hindus and Muslims, bore most

heavily on the poor, and highlighted the inhumanity of the raj. Since the

revenue it generated was marginal to the government, the protest was

also unlikely to provoke harsh reprisals.

Along with 78 male companions representing various regions and

religions, Gandhi, then 61 years of age, started his 24-day march south

towards the coastal village of Dandi some 241 miles away. It was

reminiscent of his five-day march into Transvaal in 1913 accompanied by

a group of over 2,000 people. He covered between 10 and 15 miles a day,

cheered and sometimes joined by hundreds of people from the

surrounding villages, carrying copies of the Gita and quoting from both

it and the Bible, and embarrassing the conscience of the Christian

government by drawing a parallel between Gandhi’s and Christ’s

confrontation with the authorities. With the whole of India urging him

on and the world press reporting his daily progress, Gandhi finally

reached Dandi on 5 April. With the consummate showmanship of a

great political artist, he picked up a palmful of salt in open defiance of

the government’s ban. Along India’s sea-coast and in its numerous
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inlets, thousands of people, mainly the peasants, followed his example

and made salt illegally. They were beaten, sometimes brutally, and

60,000 of them including Gandhi were arrested and incarcerated for

various lengths of time. The salt satyāgraha convinced Indians that

colonial rule was vulnerable, and that they could end it if only they had

the necessary will. It sent out a similar message to the British

government. It demonstrated the inhumanity of the colonial

government. And it also internationalized the Indian struggle for

independence and exposed the British government to considerable

world pressure.

The 1930 satyāgraha led to negotiations in London, where Gandhi

arrived in September 1931, 17 years after his last visit. A popular and

much sought-after figure, he met many leaders of opinion, Oxford

academics, religious figures, and even George Bernard Shaw and Charlie

Chaplin. He visited different parts of the country including Lancashire,

where he apologized to the textile workers for the damage his boycott

of British cloth had caused them and asked for their sympathetic

understanding. He made a ‘never to be forgotten’ visit to C. P. Scott of

the Manchester Guardian, ‘the most impartial and the most honest

paper in Great Britain’ (xlviii. 433). He visited the King at Buckingham

Palace dressed in his usual loincloth, which he had adopted in 1922 as a

mark of his identification with the poor, throwing over his shoulders a

shawl that he had worn in Britain to protect him against the cold. When

a journalist commented on his sparse attire, he replied that ‘the King

had enough on for both of us’. When a year later Winston Churchill

called him a ‘half-naked fakir’, Gandhi thanked him for the ‘compliment’

and wrote that ‘he would love to be a naked fakir but was not one as yet’

(F 565).

In the conference room itself Gandhi’s impact was far more limited,

partly because he was always ill at ease in formal gatherings, partly

because he did not take the negotiations seriously, and partly because

he was treated there not as the supreme representative of the Indian
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people as he saw himself but as one of its several community leaders

making equal claims on the British government’s attention. The

negotiations involved reconciling conflicting interests, and Gandhi

found them somewhat tiresome. As they proceeded he realized yet

again that, if India was to win its independence, he needed to win over

its minority communities, especially the ‘untouchables’ and the

Muslims. Both raised difficult problems, the latter far more than the

former.

During the London negotiations, leaders of the ‘untouchables’

demanded a separate electorate of the kind enjoyed by Muslims since

1909 and Sikhs, Europeans, and others since 1919. It involved each

community voting for its own representatives. Many colonial

administrators, including the authors of the Montagu Chelmsford

Report of 1918, had argued that separate electorates were ‘divisive’ and

a ‘very serious hindrance’ to common citizenship, but the colonial

government retained and kept extending them to earn minority loyalty

and support. Gandhi protested against their extension to the

‘untouchables’ in the strongest terms both at the London conference

and afterwards. In his view, unlike the other minorities, they were a part

of Hindu society, and giving them a separate electorate would

perpetuate their status as ‘untouchables’ and absolve the caste Hindus

of their moral responsibility to fight against the practice of

untouchability. Political calculations were not far from Gandhi’s mind

either, for the separate electorate would have reduced the numerical

strength of the Hindu majority, encouraged minority alliances against

it, and fragmented the country yet further. Gandhi did not mind

reserved seats for the ‘untouchables’, for which all including the caste

Hindus were to be able to vote, but he could not countenance separate

electorates for them (li. 62–5, 116–20, 143–5).

When the British government ignored his protest and granted the

separate electorate in the Communal Award of August 1932, Gandhi,

who was then in prison, took the only course of action open to him,
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namely to embark on a fast. The ‘untouchable’ leader Babasaheb

Ambedker condemned the fast as a ‘political stunt’, a ‘vile and wicked

act’, but most Hindus including Tagore, otherwise a critic of fasting,

thought it wholly justified. After five days of hard bargaining by

Ambedker, a compromise was reached. The demand for a separate

electorate was dropped, and in return the ‘untouchables’ received far

more reserved seats than the Award had given them and special sums of

money for their educational uplift. Gandhi realized that Hinduism was

‘on the brink of an active volcano’, and threw himself into his anti-

untouchability work with greater zeal and commitment than before.

The last struggle

Hindu–Muslim relations did not have such a happy outcome. During

the 1930s they were strained, but there was no cause for concern.

Gandhi thought he had done much to bring the two communities

together at the personal and political levels, and that things would

improve once the colonial government with its policy of ‘divide and

rule’ was out of the way. The Congress enjoyed support among the

Muslim masses, and included several Muslim leaders of provincial and

even national stature. The provincial elections of 1937 were crucial,

especially as the 1935 Act had granted considerable autonomy to the

provinces and was generally seen as paving the way for Indian

independence. The Congress did very well in the general constituencies

and, although it performed badly in Muslim constituencies, so did the

Muslim League. The Congress formed ministries in all but four

provinces.

The 1937 election results presented the Congress with both a challenge

and an opportunity. It realized that Muslims were not behind it and

should be won over, but also that they were not behind the League

either and could be won over. Accordingly it launched a programme of

‘mass contact’ with a view to reassuring them that it posed no threat to

their religious and other interests. The Muslim League read the situation
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in more or less the same way and launched a rather vicious campaign of

its own, aimed at arousing Muslim fears and sense of insecurity.

Realizing how much and how quickly the Muslim masses were

becoming ‘communalized’, the Congress called off its programme and

urged the League to make a reciprocal gesture. Jinnah, the leader of the

League, not only refused to call off the campaign but intensified it.

Jinnah, Gandhi’s greatest adversary, was a complex figure, and their

relationship was full of strange paradoxes. Jinnah came from the same

part of India as Gandhi, shared his language and culture, and was a

lawyer like him. His family were first-generation Hindu converts. ‘Jinnah’

was a Hindu name and reflected the fairly common practice among

Hindu converts of retaining part of their original name. Like Gandhi,

Jinnah too adored Gokhale and regarded him as his political mentor.

Like him, Jinnah had spent many years abroad. And although they

worked out very different responses to India, both alike retained an

outsider’s perspective. Neither of them was intimately familiar with

Indian history or his own religious tradition. Unlike Gandhi, Jinnah was

not religious and strongly disapproved of the introduction of religion

into politics. He had married a much younger Zoroastrian girl, enjoyed

alcohol, and had no objection to pork. He knew Gandhi’s charm and

manner of establishing personal relationships, and carefully insulated

himself against them. He spoke to him in English rather than their native

Gujarati, shook hands with him rather than using the traditional Indian

form of greeting with folded palms, and addressed him formally as ‘Mr

Gandhi’ in preference to the more respectful ‘Gandhiji’. Gandhi, who

had succeeded in winning over or at least commanding the deepest

respect of almost all his opponents, including such strong-minded

leftist leaders as Subhas Bose and M. N. Roy, failed before a man who

was closer to him in many respects than his other opponents.

Jinnah obviously could not mobilize the vast and illiterate Muslim

masses without simplifying the political reality and offering them a

naive and rather distorted conception of themselves and their place in
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India. He introduced the language of religious nationalism and

dramatically changed the character of the political debate. Hitherto he

and the League had argued that the Muslims were a minority

community entitled to a separate electorate and constitutional

safeguards; they now began to argue that they were a nation, a distinct

cultural and political unit entitled to full equality of status with the

Hindus, and that India consisted of two nations. Although Jinnah was

initially content to plead for their equality within a single state, the

momentum of events soon got out of control and he became a strong

advocate of the separate state of Pakistan.

During his negotiations with Jinnah, Gandhi challenged his two-nations

theory. He argued that the language of nationalism was both

inapplicable to India and inherently absurd. Unlike the European

countries, India was not a nation but a civilization, which had over the

centuries benefited from the contributions of different races and

religions and was distinguished by its plurality, diversity, and tolerance.

Hindus and Muslims, most of them Hindu converts, shared a common

culture and, since even their religions had deeply influenced each other,

they could not possibly be called separate nations. Furthermore, the

very idea that each nation should have its own state was preposterous

and impractical. In any case, the new state of Pakistan would include a

large number of Hindus, even as India would include millions of

Muslims. Since both states were bound to be multi-religious and had to

find ways of accommodating minorities, there was no reason why an

undivided India could not do the same. Gandhi told Jinnah that although

he himself did not consider Pakistan a ‘worthy ideal’, he was prepared

to accept it if Jinnah agreed to a plebiscite in Muslim majority areas.

What in Gandhi’s view Jinnah was not entitled to do was to arouse

religious passions and threaten mass violence if he did not get his way

(lxxii. 334).

Although the two-nations theory was untenable, Muslim fears were

deep and genuine. Muslims had ruled over Hindus for centuries and
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feared reprisal or at least discrimination in independent India. The

increasing use by Congress of socialist rhetoric frightened away Muslim

landlords and upper classes, from whom many of the ardent advocates

of Pakistan were drawn. The Congress had also missed the opportunity

to win over Jinnah and the Muslim League during its period of office

between 1937 and 1939, and to prevent an opportunistic alliance

between the middle-class Muslims of which Jinnah was a spokesman

and the feudal classes whom he had long loathed. It was this alliance

that made Pakistan possible and at least partly explains its subsequent

tragic history. Given more time, a more relaxed political environment, a

less manipulative colonial government, and greater sensitivity and

goodwill on the part of the Congress and Muslim leadership, ways

could perhaps have been found to allay these fears. Under the

circumstances many well-meaning constitutional schemes to keep the

country together collapsed without a fair trial, and the much-dreaded

partition of the country with all the attendant violence became

inevitable.

While the bulk of Congress leadership came round to accepting the

partition, Gandhi resisted it not because he was worried about India’s

territorial shrinkage but because he considered it a ‘falsehood’. It

denied a thousand years of Indian history and the basic spirit of Indian

civilization, and rested on the inherently ‘evil’ principle of religious

nationalism. He was also afraid that it would lead to much bloodshed

and permanently sour the relations between the two countries. When

he realized that the fast he had long threatened was likely to make

matters worse, he gracefully accepted the partition and strove to create

a climate that would both minimize violence and maximize future

reconciliation. By and large he saw the partition in the image of the

Hindu joint family. Those who could not live together were free to set

up a separate household to avoid constant quarrels, but there was no

reason why they should deny their shared history, hate and kill each

other, reject cooperation on matters of common interest, and not aim

at future reconciliation.
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During the last few months of his life, Gandhi fought heroically against

the corybantic wave of violence that had gripped most of north India.

For many years past he had been plagued by profound political and

spiritual doubts. He had often expressed anxiety about the future of

India and the outcome of his personal, moral, and spiritual struggles,

had even wondered if he was the right national leader and urged others

to take over his burden, and had left Congress in 1934 to allow it to take

decisions without being constrained by his towering presence (lviii. 404;

B 284–9). Now he had no doubts about his course of action, for his duty

could not be clearer. Knowing that the ‘day of reckoning’ that he had

long feared had at last come, he decided, at the age of 77, to put his

non-violence to the ‘final test’. Everything he had stood for was at stake,

and his very God was on trial. Since Gandhi had been loyal to God all his

life, the latter would not let him down in his and his country’s greatest

hour of need. Gandhi now became a transcendental, God-possessed

figure with no other mission than to tame the ‘demon’ of violence.

The personal and the political were inseparable for Gandhi. Every time

he had faced a momentous political struggle in the past, he had turned

inward to concentrate his being and summon up all his moral and

spiritual energy. ‘How can a damp matchstick kindle a log of wood?’

(M ii. 69). The battle against the horrendous intercommunal violence

required a more intense inner search than ever before. His religious faith

dictated that good always triumphed over evil and that all violence

dissolved in the presence of non-violence. The continuing violence had

to be explained, and Gandhi characteristically blamed himself. God or

cosmic energy was not working through him because of some deep

inadequacy in him. Although he thought that he had eliminated all

traces of violence in himself, he must be wrong. The only possible

source of violence could be the presence of unconscious sexuality, for

Gandhi a form of aggression. Accordingly he decided to put his celibacy

to the severest test by embarking on the extraordinary experiment of

sleeping naked with carefully chosen female associates, partly to flush

out such residues of sexuality as might still remain, and partly to
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generate the immense energy he thought he needed to subdue the evil

raging around him. The experiment generated great unease, and he

wrote publicly about it. Although he was attacked, ridiculed, and

shunned by some of his colleagues, he remained resolute. Just because

his countrymen had made him a Mahātma, he was not prepared to

conform to their expectations of him. His life was his and he had to

follow truth as he saw it. If that meant losing his Mahātma-hood, he was

only too happy to ‘shed the burden’. Gandhi’s experiments assured him

that he was totally pure and that his God had not forsaken him.

In order to fight violence Gandhi had only one weapon left, his life,

and only one way to use it, namely to make a sacrifice of it by means

of well-calculated fasts designed to awaken the consciences and

mobilize the moral energies of his misguided countrymen. In utter

disregard of his physical safety and frequently murmuring ’kyā karoon,

kyā karoon’ (what shall I do? what shall I do?), he began his pilgrimage

of peace to the Noakhali district of Bengal, the scene of the worst

Hindu–Muslim violence (F 163–6). He stayed there from October 1946

to February 1947, walking from village to village, living in the huts of

those willing to put him up, listening to their stories of atrocities,

calming passions, and consoling the distressed and bereaved. He

walked 18 hours a day and covered 49 villages. Sometimes his path

was strewn with filth and brambles and, since as a pilgrim of peace he

often walked barefoot, his feet became sore and developed chilblains.

He had to cross bridges consisting of nothing more than loosely

fastened bamboo poles, and sometimes he narrowly missed falling

into the mud several feet below. There were also several threats on his

life and a couple of violent scuffles. Undeterred, he continued his

work, summoned up immense physical energy in his disintegrating

body, and by the sheer force of his personality succeeded in restoring

peace in Bengal and elsewhere.

When India became independent on 15 August 1947, Gandhi did not go

to Delhi to participate in the celebrations or to unfurl the national flag,
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4. Gandhi walking through the riot-torn areas of Noakhali, late 1946



and did not even send a message. He remained busy fighting violence

several hundred miles away, and saw no reason for celebration. Soon

after independence when Calcutta became the theatre of mass

violence, Gandhi rushed to the city. When all his appeals failed, he

began a fast unto death on 2 September 1947, just as he had done a few

months earlier. Within three days he had performed a ‘miracle’. Many

who had been busy killing arrived at his bedside, wept at his tormented

body, surrendered their weapons, and gave him a written undertaking

that they would allow no more violence to occur, if need be at the cost

of their lives. Lord Mountbatten was not exaggerating when he said that

Gandhi had achieved single-handed what a body of 50,000 well-armed

soldiers had failed to achieve in the Punjab. Gandhi saw no miracle, for it

only confirmed his lifelong conviction that ‘soul-force’ was infinitely

more powerful than the physical. And he needed no thanks, for his fast

had given him ‘ineffable joy’ and a profound sense of ‘inner peace’

bordering on the experience of the divine (B 377–82).

From Calcutta Gandhi rushed to Delhi, where riots were raging. He

visited Muslim areas and reassured their frightened residents. He also

visited camps full of Hindu refugees from Pakistan who had lost all their

possessions; some had lost their loved ones, and all were full of anti-

Muslim hatred. Alone and unprotected, he consoled them, told them

that there was ‘no gain in returning evil for evil’, and pleaded with them

to show forgiveness. Angry and bitter Hindus sometimes broke up his

multi-religious prayer meetings. Some objected to his recitations from

the Koran and, since he would not compromise, the meetings

sometimes ended abruptly. Gandhi even ventured into a meeting of 500

members of the RSS, a paramilitary body of Hindu militants, and

warned them that their intolerance was ‘killing’ Hinduism. In order to

shock the ‘conscience of all’ in both India and Pakistan, he commenced

his last fast on 13 January 1948 to create ‘real peace’ in place of the

deadly calm imposed by the troops, and to pressure the government of

India not to renege on its solemn promise to transfer to Pakistan, which

was then already at war with India, its share of collective assets.
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Although many exasperated Hindus accused him of political naivety and

pro-Muslim sympathies, most conceded that he was only being true to

his principles and had nothing but India’s stability and honour at heart.

After five days Gandhi got what he had asked for. As he ended his fast,

which was much admired in Pakistan, he feared for the two countries

and broke down in tears. Gandhi’s repeated triumphs against human

savagery stunned his awestruck countrymen and made him a sublime

and sanctified figure, an object of deepest pride and reverence even to

those who were otherwise critical of his fasts and religious appeals. It

was almost as if they felt that he had atoned for and redeemed them

and lightened the burden of their shame and guilt.

Gandhi knew that violence was drawing closer to him. There had been

several threats on his life; a bomb had been dropped at his prayer

meeting 10 days before his death and he had refused to be frightened

of ‘a mere bomb’; he received abusive letters accusing him of

appeasing Muslims and calling him ‘Mohamed Gandhi’; ‘Death to

Gandhi’ was a frequent chant at some of his meetings; and even his

close friends showed impatience with him. He knew that he might be

killed any day, but rejected all offers of protection. Indeed, it would

seem that the violence had not only sapped his will to live but also

created a positive desire to die a violent death in the hope that his

death might achieve what his life had not. He evidently told his great-

niece the night before his death that he should be called a ‘true

Mahātma’ only if ‘someone shot me and I boldly received his bullet in

my bare chest without a murmur and while continuing to chant the

name of Rama’. The following day a well-educated, highly articulate,

modernist, and militant Hindu, who ideologically stood for almost all

that Gandhi rejected, killed him after first bowing to him in reverence.

Gandhi died instantly, allegedly murmuring ‘hey Ram’. His

assassination on 30 January 1948 had a cathartic effect. It discredited

Hindu extremists, chastened moderate Hindus, reassured the

minorities, and pulled the mourning nation back from the brink of

disaster.
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Gandhi survived Indian independence by just under six months. During

that brief period when he was not busy fighting violence, he spent his

time nurturing the Indian state and worrying about its future. He

regularly advised Nehru, a secular socialist whom he had declared his

‘political heir’ several years earlier and who now was the Prime Minister

of the country. He reconciled the growing differences between Nehru

and some of his senior colleagues, urged his activist followers to leave

Nehru alone to get on with the task of state-building, defended Nehru’s

departures from Gandhi’s own ideals, and approved of sending troops

to Kashmir. As for India’s future course of action, Gandhi articulated his

vision in terms of the tripartite strategy on which he had relied for

nearly 30 years. The state was to be relatively autonomous and left in

5. Gandhi with Nehru in 1936
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charge of those suited for conventional politics. The Congress, which

had spearheaded the struggle for independence, was to dissolve itself

and be reborn as a national organization pursuing the Constructive

Programme, keeping a watchful eye on the state, and, when it acted

unjustly, leading satyāgrahas against it. Since these were the tasks on

which Gandhi had himself concentrated, he was in fact proposing that

the Congress should institutionalize, preserve, and perpetuate his spirit.

It spurned his advice, denying Gandhi’s spirit an organizational

incarnation.

G
an

d
h

i

34


