Introducing Gandhi

Introduction

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was the most prominent leader of pre-independence and
post-independence India, who changed the course of history during the Indian freedom
struggle. A pioneer of satyagraha, ot resistance to tyranny through mass civil disobedi-
ence—a philosophy firmly founded upon ahimsa in thought, action and deed—Gandhi not
only led India to independence, but also inspired movements for civil rights and freedom
across the globe. Mahatma Gandhi was a most complex thinker as well as a unique person-
ality. He was greatly admired but sometimes misunderstood. Nobel Laureate Rabindranath
Tagore bestowed upon him the title ‘Mahatma’ and Netaji Subhash Bose addressed him
as the ‘Father of _the Nation’. On the other hand, Winston Churchill called Gandhi ‘a half-
naked, seditious fakir’. Lord Wavell and Lord Willingdon called him the most dangerous
enemy of the British rule. M. A. Jinnah called him a great Hindu, whereas Rightsts like
Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, Dr. K. B. Hedgewar and M. S. Golwalkar believed him to be
a noble soul but pro-Muslim. Lord Mountbatten called him a one-man army. The Tie
magazine referred to personalities like Dalai Lama, Lech Walesa, Martin Luther King, Cae-
k sar Chavez, Aung San Suu Kyi, Benigno Aquino, Jr., Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela
: as the Children of Gandhi as well as his spiritual heirs to non-violence. Gandhi was a man
whose concerns were contemporary but timeless.
E, Gandhi was a prolific writer and wrote several books, notable among them being -1z
' Autobiography or ’I‘/Jf‘ Story of My Experiments with Truth; Satyagraba in South Afrrca: Hind Suaray
\ WWW Rﬂ/é.",’ and Sarvor!qyg_u paraphrase in (;—L‘li'.lr:lti of John Ruskin’s Unto This
{ Last. Gandhi wrotc a commentary on the Bhagrad Gita in Gujarati which was translated into
English by Mahadev Desai and published in 1946. He wrote extensively on vegetarianism,
diet and health, religion, social reforms, etc. Gandhi’s writing was essentially in Gujarati.
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In Pursuit of Knowledge

Gandhi passed the matriculation exam from Samaldas College at Bhavnagar, Gujarat .On
September 4, 1888, he travelled to London, England, to study law at University College,

'L'E)ﬁaér}__and to train as a barrister. Gandhi took a vow to his mother in the presence of the
meat, alcohol and promiscuity. While in London, Gandhi experimented with adopting cer-
tain ‘English’ customs, like taking dancing lessons. In England, he read a book titled Plea for
[Vegetarianism by Salt. This influenced him to become a vegetarian not only because of his
vow taken before his mother but also by principle. From then, the spread of the message
of vegerarianism became a mission for him, making him more sociable and popular. He
was introduced to poet Narayan Hunachandra, who requested Gandhi to teach English.
Gandhiji undertook the task of becoming an English gentleman, but maintained the disci-
plined life of a student.

Gandhiji came across theosophists who told him about the Bhagdvad Gifa. Later in
his life, Gita became a book of his daily reading. The Giza, to Gandhiji, was the ‘key to
the scriptures of world’. He described the Gita as his ‘mother’, and referred to it as ‘My
Kamdhenu, my guide, my open sesame’. He also started reading the bible and took great
interest in the New Testament, particularly the Sermon on the Mount. He was attracted by
the teachings of Buddha through Edwin Arnold’s The Light of sia. A friend recommended
Carlyle’s Heroes and Hero Worship, which gave him the impetus to learn more about Prophet

Mohammed.

Gandhi’s three years in London were a time of social, moral and intellectual ferment.
He was confronted not only with the academic opportunities that he was seeking, but also
with a bewildering array of intellectual, religious and cultural influences, as well as moral
‘temptations’ from the view point of his tradition. For him, it was the first time he had the
opportunity and the necessity of taking charge of his own life, of sorting out his priori-
ties and values. Freed from the constraining if comforting continues of his family and its
cultural setting, apart from the triple vow which he rigorously observed, he had to work
out who and what he was and wanted to become, and what it meant to be an Indian adrift
in the cultural and economic capital of the empire whose influences had only just reached
the home he had left.!

Gandhi was called to the bar on June 10, 1891. Two days later, he left London for India,
where e Tearnied that his mother had died while he was in London and that his family had
kept the news from him.

In Search of Livelihood

Mohandas’ attempts at establishing a law practice in Bombay failed and later, atter '-lppl,\"mg
and being turned down for a part-time job as a high school teacher, he returned to Rajkot
to make a modest living by drafting petitions for litigants, a business he was forced to close
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In South Africa
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though he was holding an appropriate ticket. The train I.Cft the station without him, .
was left alone on the platform, It was a severely cold winter. That sleepless night, Gandhi
determined to fight the indiscrimination and root out the social evils and suffer any amount

of hardship for this cause. He decided to work on removing racial discrimination and sub-
ordinated his legal practice to public work.

Incidents in South Africa aroused Gandhi’s sense of social justice and motivated him
to mobilize the Indian community in South Afric

a to take action against such outrage
At a public meeting, he asked them to fight for their rights; to rise above the barrers
of caste, creed and religic

. , n; and to form an association to look after the interests of the
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-Also, as a result of the-paet; Gandhi-was invited to

Satyagraha in India

After returning from South Aftica, Gandhi spent the first year in India touring all over
t@m)? and studying the regions with ‘his ears open but his mouth shut’. In 1917, -he
launched the first Satyagraha in Champaran, Bihar, where he received impressive success.
“This was followed by Ahmedabad Textile mill workers’ strike on the bonus issue. The strike

went on for 21 days. During the strike, Gandhi initiated his maiden fast for three days and

his intervention had the desired effects. The problem was soon settled through arbitraton

between the labourers and owner. His next Satyagraha was in Kheda district of Gujarat.
Owing to failure of the crops, the farmers wanted certain concessions in regard to tax.
Many leaders of national eminence took part in this Satyagraha and finally the Govern-
ment suspended the revenue assessment for the poor farmers. This example demonstrates

Gandhi’s popularity, the importance of peoples’ participation in the freedom movement.

‘Non-cooperation’ enjoyed widespread appeal and success, increasing the feeling of excite-
ment and participation from all strata of Indian society.

On March 11 , 1930 Gandhi along with other satyagrahis started from Sabarmad Ashram
‘to Dandi, a distance of 2_40‘-;1'165 on foot. Gandhi and his followers broke the Salt Law
_on _épril,.é,-1930..No part of India remained untouched by the Dandi March, and virtually
every aspect of the campaign elicited some public response and soon the entire nation was

with Gandhi. This satyagraha laid the foundation of the road to swaraj and the beginning

of the end of British Empire not only from India but from the whole world.

s 1cllle 7
M"’-’W
.dcwzb.f '
7Y

I want world sympathy in this battle of right against might’.

— Dandi, Apal 3, 1930

The government, represented by Lord Edward Irwin, decided to negodate with Gandhi
wdbﬂmma‘wgzij TTle Bpush G()\cmﬁamgmi to free
all political prisoners, in return for the suspension of the Civil Disobedience Movement.

56, % attend the Round Table Conterence in
T:O“,Ei_““"b 1hf- sole_representative of the Indian National Congress. The conterence was
_a.n.hsappuimmcm-. to-Gandhi_and the other nationalists, because it focused on the Indian
princes and Indian minorities rather than on transfer of power. o |
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Towards Freedom Mart,

World War II broke_out_in 1939. Gandhi favoured o,ffcri‘ng,_‘,n‘clx_l—_\ii_qlfﬂt_qugqlwglgp_g_rﬁ Gand
to_the British efforts in_the war, but other Congressional leaders were offended by the All fait
unilateral inclusion of India in the war, which had been done without consultation of the Gandk
peoples’ representatives. All Congressmen resigned from office, After long deliberations, Ty
Gandhi declared that India could not be party to a war ostensibly being fought for demo- et

mtmﬁﬁ?t_n_’ﬁwgﬂhi that very freedom was denied to India itself. As the war prog;e;sed, )anuzlr‘
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