
Mahatma Gandhi was not born Mahatma. He was born Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, 
and the distance between those two names contains the real story. “Mahatma” is an 
honorific meaning “great soul,” a name placed upon him by others as his moral stature 
grew. Mohandas was the private human being underneath it: uncertain, jealous, 
ambitious, compassionate, stubborn, controlling, courageous and capable of changing 
his mind. The greatness did not come from living without contradiction. It came from 
repeatedly placing his beliefs under examination, although some of his most serious 
failures remained unresolved. Any truthful understanding must preserve both men—the 
world-changing leader and the imperfect person—because removing either one leaves 
behind a myth. 

He entered the world on October 2, 1869, in Porbandar, a coastal town in western India. 
The country familiar today did not yet exist as one independent political unit. British India 
consisted of territories ruled directly by colonial officials alongside princely states 
governed by Indian rulers whose authority remained subordinate to Britain. Mohandas’s 
father, Karamchand Gandhi, served as a diwan, meaning a chief minister or senior 
administrator, in several of those states. His mother, Putlibai, practiced a devotional form 
of Hinduism centered on prayer, fasting and self-discipline. Jain teachings were also 
strong in the region, especially ahimsa, the refusal to injure living beings, but no 
childhood environment automatically produces a philosophy; it supplies the language 
from which a person may later build one. 

The boy remembered himself as timid rather than commanding. He feared darkness, 
thieves, ghosts and snakes, struggled with public speaking and showed none of the 
natural charisma later attached to his image. During adolescence, a friend persuaded him 
that meat made the British strong and vegetarian Indians weak, so he secretly tried 
eating it. What unsettled him was not simply the food but the deception required to hide 
it from his parents. On another occasion, he stole a piece of gold, became overwhelmed 
by remorse and confessed in a written note to his sick father. His father responded with 
tears instead of physical punishment, giving Mohandas an early experience of correction 
produced through mercy rather than fear. 

At thirteen, he married Kasturba Makhanji, who was the same age. Their families 
arranged the marriage according to the customs of their community, but calling 
something customary does not erase its effect on two children. Mohandas became 
possessive, suspicious and eager to control where Kasturba went. He wanted to educate 
her, yet his idea of education often meant shaping her according to his wishes. She 
resisted him more firmly than the gentle public image of their marriage suggests, and he 
later admitted that he had behaved as a demanding husband. Their relationship survived 
for more than six decades, but endurance should not be confused with equality. 

A painful event from his youth remained inside him for the rest of his life. While his father 
was gravely ill, Mohandas left the bedside to be intimate with Kasturba. During that 
absence, his father died. He came to associate sexual desire with selfishness, loss and 



failure of duty, carrying a burden of shame that shaped his later pursuit of celibacy. This 
personal guilt eventually entered his spiritual philosophy, his marriage and the demands 
he placed upon people around him. Much of his public discipline grew out of private 
battles that he never completely settled. 

London gave the young man an opportunity to become someone new. He traveled there 
in 1888 to study law at the Inner Temple and initially tried to transform himself into an 
English gentleman. He purchased fashionable clothing, studied dancing and worried 
about dining etiquette, as though mastering British manners might remove the insecurity 
of being a colonial subject. His limited finances and natural discomfort gradually pulled 
him away from that performance. A promise to his mother to avoid meat led him into the 
Vegetarian Society, where he met reformers who treated diet as an ethical decision rather 
than merely a religious restriction. Through those circles, he read Hindu scripture more 
seriously while encountering Christianity, Buddhism, Theosophy and arguments about 
simple living. 

The Bhagavad Gita became especially important to him. It is set on a battlefield, yet he 
read the conflict inwardly, as a struggle over fear, appetite, attachment and righteous 
action. The Sermon on the Mount deepened his respect for forgiving enemies and 
returning goodness for injury. Leo Tolstoy strengthened his suspicion of institutional 
violence, John Ruskin shaped his ideas about labor and economic equality, and Henry 
David Thoreau helped him think about resistance to unjust government. He borrowed 
from many sources without becoming a perfect disciple of any one of them. His surviving 
books, letters and journals reveal a mind that kept revising itself rather than producing 
one finished doctrine at a single moment; many of those writings are preserved in the 
Gandhi Heritage Portal. 

Qualifying as a barrister did not immediately give him a successful profession. Back in 
India, he found courtroom work intimidating and struggled to speak confidently while 
examining witnesses. The chance that redirected his life came from an Indian merchant 
who needed legal assistance in South Africa. Mohandas arrived there in 1893 expecting a 
temporary assignment. Instead, South Africa became his home for twenty-one years, the 
place where a hesitant lawyer discovered organization, publicity, collective resistance 
and the political force of accepting punishment without surrendering. It was also where 
some of his ugliest recorded views appeared. 

The railway incident at Pietermaritzburg became the best-known moment of his 
awakening. Although he possessed a first-class ticket, officials ordered him out of the 
compartment because a white passenger objected to his presence. He refused and was 
removed from the train, spending a cold night at the station while deciding whether to 
abandon the journey or resist the humiliation. Other encounters showed that the offense 
was not one rude employee but an organized racial order. Hotels rejected him, a 
stagecoach employee struck him, and legal institutions treated his dignity as conditional. 
He began to understand that personal respectability could not protect someone whom 
the law had already placed beneath another group. 

https://www.gandhiheritageportal.org/


That realization was initially narrow. His early petitions often argued that Indians should 
receive better treatment because they were civilized subjects of the British Empire and 
should not be classified with Black Africans. He used racial language that was plainly 
degrading and accepted parts of the hierarchy while protesting the position assigned to 
Indians within it. He was challenging discrimination against his community without yet 
challenging the entire racial structure. Later language became less contemptuous, and 
his method eventually inspired African liberation movements, but South Africa did not 
transform him into a consistent champion of its Black majority. The primary focus of his 
campaigns remained Indian rights, a limitation documented in his own writings and 
examined by historians studying his South African years. Serious historical 
reassessments resist both dishonest extremes: hiding his racism or pretending that his 
entire later life can be reduced to it. 

He also considered himself a loyal British subject during much of this period. When 
Britain fought the Boer republics, he organized Indian stretcher-bearers to assist the 
British war effort. He performed similar service during the violent suppression of the Zulu 
rebellion in 1906. His reasoning was strategic: if Indians demonstrated courage and 
loyalty, the empire might recognize their claim to equal citizenship. The empire accepted 
their service without granting the equality he expected. Repeated disappointment 
gradually taught him that an unjust system does not necessarily reform itself when the 
injured prove they are respectable. 

His work moved beyond petitions as discriminatory laws became more aggressive. In 
1906, the Transvaal government sought to force Asian residents to register, submit 
fingerprints and carry identification documents. Mohandas helped organize people who 
would refuse registration, burn their certificates and accept imprisonment. The campaign 
demanded more than outrage because merchants could lose businesses, workers could 
lose income and families could be separated. Those consequences turned resistance 
into a test of endurance. A movement could not survive on a leader’s courage alone; it 
needed ordinary people willing to carry the cost. 

The name he gave this discipline was satyagraha. Satya means truth, while agraha 
suggests firmness, insistence or holding fast, creating the idea of “truth-force.” This was 
not ordinary passivity, silence or avoidance of confrontation. A satyagrahi, meaning a 
person practicing satyagraha, would disobey an unjust command openly, explain the 
reason, refuse hatred and accept the legal penalty without begging for mercy. The 
suffering was not valuable merely because pain is noble. It was meant to reveal the 
hidden violence underneath an apparently orderly law. 

At the center of the method stood a demanding view of truth. Mohandas did not believe a 
human being possessed complete truth, because pride, fear and self-interest distort 
perception. If an opponent might hold some portion of truth, destroying that person 
would also destroy the possibility of learning from him. Nonviolence therefore grew from 
humility as much as tenderness. Restraint acknowledged that even a person convinced 
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of justice could be partly mistaken. This is why he called his autobiography The Story of 
My Experiments with Truth rather than the story of having mastered it. 

Ahimsa gave the method its moral discipline. Commonly translated as nonviolence, it 
included more than the absence of physical attack. Humiliation, revenge, deliberate 
cruelty and the refusal to recognize another person’s humanity could also violate it. 
Mohandas did not believe nonviolence meant cowardice; he sometimes said that 
violence was preferable to running away in fear, although he considered courageous 
nonviolence superior to both. A person who refused to fight because he was terrified had 
not reached the same moral position as someone capable of striking but deliberately 
choosing restraint. His standard was not harmlessness but fearless control. 

The method worked on several levels at once. Public suffering could awaken sympathy, 
but conscience alone was never the entire machinery. Boycotts removed revenue, strikes 
interrupted production, mass arrests crowded jails, resignations weakened 
administration, and refusal damaged the appearance of consent on which colonial 
government depended. Newspapers carried images and testimony to audiences far from 
the scene. Officials then faced an unpleasant choice: tolerate disobedience and appear 
weak, or punish disciplined protesters and expose the coercion holding the system 
together. Satyagraha joined moral pressure to practical disruption. 

Life in South African settlements helped reshape Mohandas personally. At Phoenix 
Settlement and Tolstoy Farm, residents experimented with communal labor, reduced 
possessions, shared responsibilities and education outside conventional institutions. He 
edited Indian Opinion, learning how a newspaper could connect dispersed communities 
and turn local mistreatment into a public issue. His clothing became simpler, his diet 
more restrictive and his distrust of material excess more severe. These changes 
contained sincerity, but they also revealed his desire to regulate daily life around him. He 
did not merely offer ideals; he could expect relatives and followers to become 
participants in his personal search for purity. 

When he returned permanently to India in 1915, he was already respected, yet he did not 
understand the country well enough to command its politics. Gopal Krishna Gokhale, an 
experienced nationalist leader whom he regarded as a mentor, advised him to travel and 
listen. The journeys exposed the distance between English-speaking political elites and 
villagers living under rent, debt, taxation and agricultural exploitation. He began dressing 
more like the poor, eventually reducing his clothing to a loincloth and shawl made from 
Indian-spun material. The appearance was not a costume designed simply to look 
humble; it expressed his conclusion that leadership in a starving country should not 
advertise separation from those who possessed the least. 

His first major Indian victories grew from specific economic injuries. At Champaran in 
1917, European planters had compelled tenant farmers to grow indigo under 
arrangements that favored plantation interests and restricted farmers’ control over their 
land. Mohandas entered the district, collected testimony and refused an official order to 



leave. The government’s attempt to prosecute him drew attention to the farmers’ 
conditions, and an inquiry eventually produced reform. His contribution was not 
descending upon silent peasants and giving them a voice they had never possessed. It 
was helping convert scattered suffering into evidence, organization and public pressure. 

Ahmedabad and Kheda revealed other sides of his leadership. In Ahmedabad, he 
supported textile workers seeking better wages and used fasting during the labor 
dispute. At Kheda, severe crop failure left cultivators unable to pay land revenue, while 
colonial authorities resisted suspending collection. The campaign encouraged those 
genuinely unable to pay to withhold taxes together, preventing officials from isolating 
one frightened household at a time. These movements joined national freedom to 
ordinary survival. Independence began to mean freedom from the planter’s contract, the 
factory owner’s control and the revenue officer’s demand, not merely the departure of 
British officials. 

Even while developing nonviolence, he assisted British recruitment during the First 
World War. He believed Indian participation might strengthen the argument for 
self-government and maintained that he could support recruitment without personally 
taking life. The distinction satisfied neither strict pacifists nor anti-colonial radicals. 
Britain had repeatedly disappointed him, yet he was helping it obtain soldiers for an 
industrial war. This contradiction cannot be erased by saying that his thought was still 
developing. Development explains an inconsistency; it does not make the inconsistency 
disappear. 

The Rowlatt Acts of 1919 revealed how little wartime loyalty had purchased. These 
measures allowed colonial authorities to imprison suspects without normal trial 
protections. Mohandas called for a nationwide hartal, meaning a voluntary closing of 
businesses and suspension of ordinary activity. Protest expanded beyond his ability to 
control it, and violence broke out in several places. In Amritsar, Brigadier General 
Reginald Dyer ordered soldiers to fire upon an enclosed gathering at Jallianwala Bagh, 
killing hundreds and wounding many more. The massacre broke any remaining illusion 
that British claims of civilization restrained colonial authority when that authority felt 
threatened. 

Mass politics now moved through India with a force no leader completely owned. The 
Non-Cooperation Movement asked people to surrender titles, leave government schools, 
boycott foreign cloth and withdraw from colonial institutions. Mohandas also formed an 
alliance with the Khilafat movement, through which many Indian Muslims defended the 
position of the Ottoman caliph after the First World War. He hoped shared struggle would 
strengthen Hindu-Muslim unity. The partnership drew millions into political life, though 
tying unity to a distant religious institution gave it an unstable foundation. When the 
caliphate disappeared and communal tensions returned, the emotional alliance proved 
easier to create than to preserve. 



At Chauri Chaura in 1922, protesters attacked a police station and killed more than 
twenty officers after a violent confrontation. Mohandas suspended the national campaign 
at the very moment some colleagues believed British authority was beginning to break. 
They saw an enormous movement sacrificed because one group failed to maintain 
discipline. He believed continuing would reward violence and prove that the nation had 
not prepared itself for the freedom it demanded. The decision showed the integrity of his 
method, but also the commanding role he assumed over millions of participants. A 
movement presented as popular self-rule could still depend heavily on one man deciding 
when the people were morally ready. 

That tension followed him throughout his public life. He awakened confidence in ordinary 
Indians yet could be paternalistic, meaning he sometimes treated adults as though a 
morally wiser father should decide what was best for them. His personal authority 
became so great that disagreement with him could feel like betrayal. Fasts magnified this 
imbalance because the possibility of his death placed enormous pressure upon 
colleagues, relatives and entire communities. He described fasting as self-purification 
and an appeal to conscience, but a voluntary wound inflicted upon oneself can still 
compel others. Moral pressure does not stop being pressure because the person 
applying it refuses to strike anyone else. 

Swaraj, usually translated as self-rule, reached further in his thought than national 
government. India could expel the British and remain inwardly colonized through 
imitation, greed, dependency and social domination. A population unable to govern its 
appetites might replace foreign rulers with native rulers while leaving exploitation intact. 
This belief shaped Hind Swaraj, the short book he wrote in 1909 while returning from 
London to South Africa. It attacked what he called modern civilization: a system of 
endless consumption, centralized machinery, professional control and speed without 
moral direction. His criticism was not merely that Britain ruled India, but that India might 
gain the British state and lose itself. 

The argument sometimes became too sweeping. He wrote harshly about railways, 
lawyers, doctors and industrial machinery, institutions capable of serving both 
domination and human welfare. Over time, he clarified that he did not oppose every 
machine; he opposed what might be called machinery worship, in which efficiency 
becomes more important than employment, dignity or human need. Even so, his ideal 
village could appear cleaner in philosophy than it was in reality. Indian villages contained 
cooperation and cultural strength, but they also contained caste oppression, disease, 
patriarchy and crushing poverty. Preserving community did not require pretending that 
every inherited arrangement deserved preservation. 

The spinning wheel offered his answer in miniature. British industry imported Indian 
cotton, manufactured cloth in mechanized mills and sold finished products back into the 
colony, weakening local producers while drawing wealth outward. Spinning and wearing 
khadi, meaning handspun and handwoven cloth, allowed households to resist foreign 
goods while restoring some village employment. The daily act also taught that freedom 



required participation, not spectatorship. A person unable to join a march could still 
refuse imported fabric and produce thread. 

Swadeshi described this preference for local production and responsibility toward one’s 
immediate community. It was not supposed to mean hatred of foreigners; it meant 
rebuilding the capacity colonial economics had weakened. Alongside protest, Mohandas 
promoted what he called the constructive program: sanitation, village industry, basic 
education, Hindu-Muslim cooperation, women’s participation and opposition to 
untouchability. Resistance could remove an unjust law, but constructive labor had to 
create what would stand afterward. Political freedom without the patient building of 
institutions would leave an empty space ready for another hierarchy. 

His economic alternative included trusteeship. Wealthy people, he argued, should 
consider themselves trustees who held property for the welfare of society rather than 
owners entitled to unlimited private enjoyment. This approach tried to transform class 
relations without violent confiscation. Critics reasonably objected that it depended on the 
conscience of people benefiting from inequality and left their control largely intact. A 
generous owner remained an owner, while workers remained dependent upon that 
person’s generosity. Mohandas recognized the moral corruption of extreme wealth more 
clearly than he developed an enforceable system for redistributing it. 

The Salt March of 1930 united nearly every element of his political intelligence. Britain’s 
monopoly made it illegal for Indians to freely collect or produce their own salt, allowing 
the government to tax a necessity used by every household. Salt reached beyond 
education, caste and religion because the human body requires it. Mohandas informed 
the viceroy of his intention, selected seventy-eight initial marchers and walked from 
Sabarmati Ashram toward the coastal village of Dandi. The journey covered roughly 240 
miles, gathering crowds and international attention as it moved. 

At the shore, he lifted salt from the ground and violated colonial law through an action 
anyone could understand. Across India, people manufactured salt, sold it, entered 
restricted areas and accepted arrest. At Dharasana Salt Works, volunteers advanced 
while police beat them severely, and international reporting carried descriptions of the 
assault around the world. The campaign did not defeat the empire in one season, but it 
changed the picture through which the empire was seen. Britain appeared less like a 
guardian of order and more like a government willing to break human bodies to protect 
its control over salt. The archival chronology of the Dandi campaign preserves how 
carefully the march was prepared and how widely its meaning spread. 

Negotiation exposed limits that a dramatic march could temporarily conceal. The 
Gandhi-Irwin Pact ended civil disobedience under agreed conditions and allowed him to 
attend the Round Table Conference in London in 1931. He arrived as the sole 
representative of the Indian National Congress, wrapped in his familiar cloth and carrying 
the moral expectations of millions. The conference became entangled in minority 
representation, princely-state interests and competing claims about who truly spoke for 
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India. He returned without securing independence. Symbolic authority could bring him 
into the room, but it could not erase the political interests already waiting there. 

The sharpest challenge to his claim of representing India came from Bhimrao Ramji 
Ambedkar. Born into a community subjected to untouchability, Ambedkar acquired 
extraordinary education and became a lawyer, economist and political thinker. He did not 
want pity from upper-caste reformers; he wanted legal protection, political representation 
and the destruction of the caste order that allowed one human being to be treated as 
polluted by birth. Mohandas condemned untouchability as a grave moral evil but for 
years distinguished it from varna, the traditional division of Hindu society into broad 
social categories. His position evolved, becoming more accepting of inter-caste marriage 
and less protective of hereditary divisions, yet he did not begin where Ambedkar needed 
him to begin. 

Language revealed part of the distance between them. Mohandas popularized Harijan, 
meaning “children of God,” as a name for people who had been treated as untouchable. 
He intended dignity, but many later rejected the term because it allowed an admired 
upper-caste reformer to rename them without changing who controlled their lives. Dalit, 
meaning broken, crushed or oppressed, became a chosen political identity expressing 
resistance rather than benevolent inclusion. Ambedkar’s argument was structural: a 
group cannot depend on the kindness of the society that excludes it. It needs 
independent power. 

The crisis came in 1932 after Britain’s Communal Award proposed separate electorates 
for the “Depressed Classes,” the official term then used for communities subjected to 
untouchability. Separate electorates would allow those voters to choose representatives 
through a distinct political process rather than relying upon candidates acceptable to the 
Hindu majority. Ambedkar considered this protection essential. Mohandas believed it 
would permanently separate Dalits from Hindu society and began a fast unto death while 
imprisoned. With the country fearing that Ambedkar would be blamed if Gandhi died, 
negotiations produced the Poona Pact: separate electorates were abandoned in 
exchange for a larger number of reserved seats within joint electorates. The documented 
history of the agreement makes clear why Ambedkar continued to resent the settlement. 

Calling the episode a victory for unity hides the weight placed upon Ambedkar. He was 
negotiating while the most revered man in India was starving himself and millions were 
directing their fear toward the Dalit leader who refused to surrender. Mohandas believed 
he was protecting the spiritual unity of Hindu society. Ambedkar believed political 
independence without emancipation from caste would leave millions under domestic 
colonialism. One trusted the transformation of hearts more than the other did; the other 
demanded constitutional safeguards because oppressed people could not stake their 
future on repentance. Independent India eventually required both moral change and 
enforceable law, but Ambedkar saw more clearly that conscience without redistributed 
authority could leave the hierarchy standing. 
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Women entered nationalist action in enormous numbers during Gandhi’s campaigns. 
They picketed liquor and cloth shops, manufactured illegal salt, carried messages, raised 
funds and endured imprisonment. His emphasis on disciplined courage created political 
space for women whose society had often confined them to domestic life. Yet his 
language frequently idealized women as naturally patient, pure and capable of 
self-sacrifice. That praise could become another enclosure, valuing women for suffering 
well rather than allowing them the full freedom, desire and imperfection granted to men. 
He widened their public participation while retaining beliefs about sexuality and feminine 
virtue that remained deeply patriarchal. 

Brahmacharya brought the conflict between aspiration and authority into its most 
disturbing form. Mohandas took a vow of celibacy in 1906, believing that sexual restraint 
would free energy for service and end his possessive treatment of Kasturba. The choice 
was presented as spiritual development, although it changed a marriage that involved 
another person. In his later years, especially during the 1940s, he conducted 
“experiments” in which young female relatives and followers shared his bed, sometimes 
without clothing, so he could test whether he had conquered sexual arousal. There is no 
reliable evidence that he had intercourse with them, but focusing only on intercourse 
avoids the central problem. 

A young woman living within his community was not dealing with an ordinary elderly 
acquaintance. She was beside a leader regarded by millions as Mahatma, surrounded by 
disciples who considered service to him sacred. That difference in age, reverence and 
authority makes free consent difficult to separate from obligation. Several close 
associates objected, and some withdrew from involvement in his publications or 
household. Mohandas discussed parts of the experiments openly and believed he was 
examining himself honestly, but self-disclosure does not make the arrangement ethically 
sound. He treated other people’s bodies as instruments in the testing of his own purity, a 
boundary that deserves clear condemnation without inventing crimes the evidence does 
not establish. 

His household paid heavily for his vocation. Kasturba became a courageous resister, 
entered prison and developed an identity far beyond the obedient wife he had once 
expected. She also endured his restrictions, public demands and long absences. Their 
eldest son, Harilal, wanted educational and personal opportunities that conflicted with 
his father’s plans and spent years moving through estrangement, financial trouble and 
alcohol misuse. Mohandas could show extraordinary patience toward political opponents 
while responding to his son through disappointment and moral instruction. India called 
him Bapu, meaning father, but national fatherhood did not repair the injuries inside his 
own family. 

Fasting displayed the same mixture of sacrifice and control. He refused food during labor 
conflicts, ashram disputes, communal violence and political imprisonment. The suffering 
was real; he was not asking followers to bear a danger he kept away from himself. Yet the 
closer people were to him, the more impossible it became to ignore his threatened death. 



A fast could bring violent communities to reflection, but it could also force an opponent 
to negotiate under emotional conditions no ordinary political figure could create. Its 
morality depended greatly on the cause, the relationship and whether those under 
pressure possessed a fair ability to refuse. 

Revolutionaries challenged his insistence that India should reject armed struggle. Bhagat 
Singh, Rajguru and Sukhdev became heroes to many after revolutionary violence against 
British authority. Mohandas appealed for commutation of their death sentences but did 
not make their release an absolute condition of his pact with Viceroy Irwin. When the 
three men were executed in 1931, critics accused him of failing young patriots prepared 
to die for India. He admired courage but rejected assassination, believing it would invite 
repression and teach the future nation to reproduce the methods of its rulers. Their 
disagreement was not about whether India deserved freedom; it concerned what kind of 
people the struggle would create. 

Subhas Chandra Bose represented another path. Bose respected Gandhi’s ability to 
awaken the masses but considered his pace too cautious and his nonviolence too 
restrictive. After political conflict within the Indian National Congress, Bose eventually 
sought foreign military assistance and led the Indian National Army against Britain 
during the Second World War. Mohandas could not accept Bose’s alliance with Axis 
powers or his armed strategy, though he recognized his patriotism. India’s liberation 
movement was therefore never one leader speaking through one method. Constitutional 
negotiation, revolutionary action, labor unrest, military rebellion, international pressure 
and mass civil resistance occupied the same historical field. 

The Second World War forced every contradiction into the open. Mohandas opposed 
fascism but insisted that Britain could not claim to defend freedom while withholding it 
from India. In 1942, after negotiations failed, the Congress adopted the Quit India 
resolution. His phrase “Do or Die” did not instruct people to kill; it demanded that they 
commit themselves entirely to ending colonial rule. British authorities arrested the 
principal leaders almost immediately, and the movement continued without centralized 
direction, sometimes becoming violent. Mohandas spent much of the war confined at the 
Aga Khan Palace, where Kasturba died in 1944. 

Britain’s eventual departure cannot truthfully be credited to one man or one campaign. 
Decades of organized nationalism had weakened the legitimacy of colonial government. 
The Second World War left Britain financially exhausted, international opinion had turned 
increasingly against empire, the Indian armed forces could no longer be assumed 
permanently obedient, and the Labour government elected in Britain was more willing to 
transfer authority. The Indian National Army trials and the Royal Indian Navy uprising of 
1946 added to fears that coercive control might become unsustainable. Quit India 
mattered, earlier satyagrahas mattered, and Gandhi’s reshaping of national 
consciousness mattered, but history did not move because a single saint persuaded 
Britain to behave morally. Britain left when ethical condemnation, political organization 
and changing material conditions converged. 



Independence was becoming inseparable from partition. Muhammad Ali Jinnah and the 
Muslim League argued that Muslims could not safely entrust their future to a centralized 
state dominated by a Hindu majority. Congress claimed to represent Indians across 
religious lines but did not persuade enough Muslim political opinion that majority rule 
would protect Muslim autonomy. British divide-and-rule policies had hardened religious 
categories, yet they were not the only cause. Provincial interests, failures of negotiation, 
competing ambitions, communal fear and episodes of mass violence pushed the parties 
apart. Mohandas rejected the idea that Hindus and Muslims constituted two nations, but 
moral insistence could not repair trust that political events had destroyed. 

When British India was divided in August 1947, India and Pakistan emerged through one 
of the largest forced migrations in modern history. Punjab and Bengal were cut apart, 
millions crossed new borders, and communities that had lived beside one another 
descended into murder, abduction, forced conversion and sexual violence. The death toll 
cannot be established precisely, but estimates range through several hundred thousand 
and higher. Freedom arrived carrying corpses. The tricolor rose over an independent 
India while trains entered stations filled with the dead. 

Mohandas did not join the central celebration in New Delhi. He remained in Bengal, 
walking through areas wounded by Hindu-Muslim violence and placing himself among 
people who no longer trusted speeches. In Calcutta, his fast helped press political and 
community leaders toward a temporary peace. He later went to Delhi, where Muslim 
residents were being attacked, dispossessed or driven away. He demanded that seized 
mosques be restored, refugees be protected and communal organizations commit 
themselves to peace. At the moment India was honoring him as a father of independence, 
he was telling the Hindu majority that freedom would be morally empty if Muslims could 
not live safely within it. 

His final fast in January 1948 is often reduced to the Indian government’s payment of 550 
million rupees owed to Pakistan under the partition settlement. Mohandas did support 
releasing the money, and critics used that position to portray him as surrendering to 
Pakistan during the Kashmir conflict. The fast addressed a wider emergency: the safety 
of Delhi’s Muslims, restoration of places of worship, freedom of movement and an end to 
communal intimidation. He would not end it merely because the financial transfer was 
approved. Representatives of different communities had to promise concrete steps 
toward restoring ordinary life. 

These actions enraged Hindu nationalists who believed compassion toward Muslims had 
weakened India. Nathuram Godse, a militant Hindu nationalist, concluded that removing 
Gandhi was necessary to free the country from his moral authority. On January 30, 1948, 
Mohandas walked toward an evening prayer meeting at Birla House in New Delhi. Godse 
approached, bowed and fired three bullets into him at close range. The familiar claim that 
his final words were “Hey Ram” remains uncertain because witnesses gave conflicting 
accounts amid the confusion. The undeniable fact is that he was killed while defending a 
vision of India in which citizenship could not depend upon religious identity. 



The assassination revealed the final measure of his pluralism. It was relatively easy to 
praise harmony when communities were calm. He defended Muslim life when doing so 
was politically dangerous, emotionally unpopular and open to deliberate 
misrepresentation. He did not lose his life merely because he preached vague peace. He 
died after confronting the vengeance of members of his own religious majority. His last 
work therefore gave sharper meaning to everything he had said about refusing hatred. 

The world later turned his life into a symbol, sometimes smoothing away nearly 
everything difficult. Martin Luther King Jr. studied his campaigns and joined Gandhian 
nonviolence with the Black church, American constitutional law and the long discipline 
of Black resistance. Nelson Mandela respected his contribution but accepted armed 
struggle after apartheid authorities crushed peaceful opposition. César Chávez used 
fasting, marches and consumer boycotts while organizing farmworkers. Each adaptation 
demonstrated that Gandhi supplied a method, not a script. Nonviolence had to be rebuilt 
for the history, institutions and dangers of each society. 

Its limitations remain serious. Voluntary suffering can expose a government that fears 
public judgment, but a regime willing to massacre silently may not care. A movement 
requires communication, organization, training and enough social connection for 
injustice to become politically costly. Victims facing extermination cannot be casually 
instructed by safe outsiders to accept death for someone else’s conscience. Mohandas 
sometimes extended his faith in nonviolence into situations where his advice appeared 
unbearable. The moral beauty of a principle does not excuse applying it without attention 
to the danger another person must endure. 

Its achievement remains equally serious. He discovered that an unarmed population was 
not necessarily powerless. A government could possess guns while depending on the 
signatures, labor, taxes, purchases and obedience of the people beneath it. By 
withdrawing those things in a coordinated manner, ordinary human beings could 
interfere with authority without copying its violence. The discipline was not gentle in the 
sense of being comfortable. It demanded jail, beatings, lost income, social criticism and 
the possibility of death. 

Near the center of his mature thought was a reversal that captured his development. He 
had once spoken of “God is Truth,” placing the divine first and truth as one of its 
descriptions. He later preferred “Truth is God,” allowing people who did not share his 
religious language to enter the moral search through honesty. Truth, as he understood it, 
was never permission to become self-righteous. It required testing one’s claims through 
conduct, listening for the portion held by an opponent and remaining prepared to correct 
oneself. His life proved both the strength and difficulty of that standard, because he 
confessed many faults while remaining unable to see others clearly. 

The Nobel Committee considered him repeatedly but never awarded him the Peace Prize. 
He was nominated five times, including shortly before his assassination, and in 1948 the 
committee gave no award. The omission later came to look less like a judgment upon 



Gandhi than a failure of the prize to recognize the century’s most consequential 
practitioner of nonviolent resistance. Yet even a Nobel would not explain him. Awards 
celebrate a finished image; his importance lives in an unfinished argument about means, 
ends, courage and moral authority. The Nobel organization itself now describes him as 
its missing laureate. 

Respect for Mahatma Gandhi does not require pretending that Mohandas never used 
racist language, mistreated Kasturba, imposed upon his family, misunderstood caste, 
pressured Ambedkar or crossed ethical boundaries with young women. Truth does not 
become disrespectful merely because it disturbs admiration. Neither does criticism 
require denying that he transformed political struggle, confronted an empire, awakened 
dignity among millions and placed his life between religious hatred and its intended 
victims. Some people protect his greatness by hiding his failures, while others use those 
failures to erase everything he accomplished. Both approaches avoid the full human 
being. 

His excellence was not purity. It was the relentless attempt to make his body, clothing, 
diet, work, speech and willingness to suffer answer to a moral conviction. His danger 
was believing that the same authority he exercised over himself could sometimes be 
exercised over others. His wisdom lay in recognizing that domination survives through 
cooperation and that freedom must be built inside people as well as institutions. His 
blindness appeared whenever personal certainty prevented him from seeing another 
person’s independence clearly. The man remains extraordinary because the truth is large 
enough to contain all of it. 

Mahatma Gandhi left no comfortable inheritance. He leaves the discipline of confronting 
injustice without allowing hatred to become one’s identity. He leaves the warning that 
moral admiration can grant a leader dangerous control over followers. He leaves an 
example of a person who changed repeatedly, yet never changed enough to escape every 
prejudice or wound he carried. Most of all, he leaves a demanding idea: victory should 
not merely remove an enemy; it should create human beings capable of living without 
needing another group beneath them. That idea outlived the empire, the assassin and the 
imperfect man who gave his life trying to embody it. 

 

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/themes/mahatma-gandhi-the-missing-laureate/

