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Childhood, family, and the world that shaped Gandhi

When one speaks of Mahatma Gandhi, the image that often comes immediately to mind is that of a thin man, dressed in simple white cloth, walking with a staff, surrounded by multitudes, and transformed into a universal symbol of nonviolent resistance. However, before being called ‘Mahatma’, before challenging the British Empire, before inspiring millions of people inside and outside India, he was simply Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, a shy, reserved boy, raised in a small coastal town in western India, within a family deeply marked by religion, duty, tradition, and public service.

He was born on October 2, 1869, in Porbandar, a port city located in the Kathiawar region, in what is now the state of Gujarat. At that time, India was not yet an independent country nor a unified nation in the modern sense. It was an immense, diverse territory, full of languages, religions, princely states, castes, local customs, and overlapping historical memories. Furthermore, it lived under the growing domination of Great Britain, which during the 19th century consolidated its political, military, and economic authority over a large part of the subcontinent. That colonial, unequal, and hierarchical world was not simply a backdrop in Gandhi’s life; it was one of the forces that slowly shaped his sensitivity, his concerns, and his way of understanding power.

Porbandar was not a great imperial capital nor a leading intellectual center, but it held particular importance. As a coastal city, it was open to commerce, contact with other regions, and the movement of people. Merchants, officials, religious figures, travelers, and families linked to local administration all mingled there. That environment was not cosmopolitan in the Western sense of the word, but it did offer an early experience of diversity. Young Mohandas grew up listening to religious stories, observing ceremonies, witnessing the daily life of a society ordered by very ancient norms, and at the same time, perceiving the increasingly powerful presence of the British.

The Gandhi family belonged to the Vaishya community, traditionally associated with commerce, although its closest members were not simple merchants. His father, Karamchand Gandhi, also known as Kaba Gandhi, held relevant administrative positions as diwan, a kind of prime minister or local head of government, in several princely states of Kathiawar. He was not a man of extensive academic training, but he possessed political experience, practical skill, and a firm sense of responsibility. In the India of small princely states, a diwan had to know how to negotiate, mediate, manage resources, handle internal conflicts, and deal with higher authorities. This role placed the family in a respected position, though not necessarily wealthy in extraordinary terms.

The figure of Karamchand Gandhi left a deep mark on young Mohandas. Gandhi would remember him as a man of strong character, honest, brave, and dedicated to duty. He was not an intellectual or a religious reformer, but he represented a practical ethic of service and righteousness. In a house where local politics entered through the door every day, young Gandhi could observe from an early age that governing did not consist solely of giving orders. It also involved listening, enduring pressures, resolving disputes, and maintaining a certain balance between opposing interests. Although as a child he did not fully understand these complexities, that family atmosphere taught him that authority could be associated with both prestige and sacrifice.

His mother, Putlibai Gandhi, had an even more intimate and spiritual influence. She was a deeply religious woman, devout, austere, and disciplined. She practiced fasts, made vows, and fulfilled the ritual obligations of her faith with great seriousness. In her, Mohandas found a model of self-control that would later reappear in his own life in political, moral, and personal forms. Gandhi’s fasts, which in adulthood would become instruments of ethical pressure and dramatic appeals to public conscience, did not emerge from nowhere. They had roots in a domestic culture where the body, food, promise, and will were united by a spiritual logic.

Putlibai’s religiosity was neither cold nor purely formal. It was made up of daily gestures, temple visits, sacred stories, dietary restrictions, prayer, and patience. For a sensitive child like Mohandas, this way of living faith had a huge impact. He learned that religion was not merely an abstract belief, but a daily discipline. He also learned that truth and purity were not comfortable ideas, but demands that affected the way one ate, spoke, acted, and related to others. This upbringing, though imbued with the limitations of its time, was decisive in shaping the adult Gandhi.

The Gandhi household was crossed by several religious currents. The family was Hindu, but there was a strong Jain presence in Gujarat, as well as Muslim influences and other traditions. Jainism, with its emphasis on nonviolence, self-control, and respect for living beings, was part of the region’s moral environment. Although Gandhi was not a Jain in the strict sense, from an early age he absorbed many ideas compatible with that sensibility: the value of not harming, the importance of mastering desires, the power of renunciation, and the need to seek truth with humility. Over time, these elements would mix with Hindu, Christian, Muslim, and Western readings, but their first seeds were there, in the spiritual landscape of his childhood.

Likewise, the Hinduism that Gandhi knew in his childhood was not a single, simple, uniform doctrine. It was a universe of stories, gods, duties, customs, festivals, prohibitions, and symbols. Like many Indian children of his time, Mohandas grew up hearing stories from the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, tales that taught loyalty, sacrifice, family duty, inner struggle, and fidelity to truth. These narratives were not empty entertainment. They functioned as moral education. Through them, children learned what it meant to be just, what risks pride carried, why a given word mattered, and how human actions could have spiritual consequences.

However, Gandhi’s childhood was not that of a predestined saint. This idea is important because if one looks at him only through his later image, one runs the risk of turning him into a statue without contradictions. As a child, Mohandas was shy, insecure, and not particularly brilliant in the conventional school sense. He did not stand out as an exceptional student. He was rather reserved, obedient, impressionable, and, on many occasions, fearful. He found public speaking difficult, avoided fights, and preferred to go unnoticed. That shyness, far from being a minor detail, helps us understand the magnitude of his later transformation. The leader who would mobilize multitudes began as a boy who felt uncomfortable in the spotlight.

At school, Gandhi received a basic education within the system available to families of his standing. He was not a disastrous student, but neither was he a prodigy. He did his homework, respected authority, and tried to stay out of trouble. His later memoirs insisted on an image of himself as ordinary, even mediocre in some aspects. That self-perception, although perhaps exaggerated by his tendency toward self-criticism, reveals something central: Gandhi did not build his identity on intellectual superiority, but on moral discipline. For him, character would ultimately be more important than natural talent.

One of the traits that appears most often in memories of his childhood is his relationship with truth. Gandhi recounted that, from a young age, he felt a strong discomfort with lying, although that does not mean he never lied or was incapable of committing faults. Precisely, many of his memoirs revolve around small mistakes, guilt, confessions, and learnings. That way of narrating himself shows that, for Gandhi, truth was not an automatic possession, but a search. Truth was discovered in the struggle against one’s own weakness, not in the simple condemnation of others.

In a famous school anecdote, Gandhi related that during an inspection, a teacher tried to induce him to copy the correct answer from another student so as not to embarrass the class. Mohandas refused or did not understand the signal, and ended up being the only one who had misspelled a word. Beyond the exact details of the episode, the story reveals the way Gandhi wanted to understand his upbringing: as a path in which obedience to conscience could be more important than external success. In his adult vision, that clumsy boy who didn’t copy represented a seed of moral resistance.

The relationship with his father was also marked by experiences of guilt and learning. Gandhi would recall having committed small youthful transgressions, including stealing a tiny amount of gold from a bracelet to pay a debt incurred by his brother. What was truly significant was not the theft itself, but the subsequent confession. Unable to say it out loud, he wrote a note to his father admitting the fault and asking for punishment. Karamchand Gandhi, ill at the time, read the confession and, according to Gandhi’s memory, did not react with violence, but with tears. That silent response deeply impressed young Mohandas. Instead of receiving physical punishment, he experienced the moral power of forgiveness.

That episode, which he himself would recall as decisive, anticipates one of the central ideas of his life: the force of conscience can be more transformative than the force of punishment. Gandhi never forgot the image of his father crying before the son’s confession. For a child raised in a culture where paternal authority was firm and respected, that scene carried enormous emotional weight. Forgiveness did not appear as weakness, but as a superior form of authority. Many years later, when Gandhi insisted that the adversary could be transformed by moral appeal, not only by defeat, perhaps that domestic memory still resonated.

Gandhi’s childhood was also marked by the social norms of his community. One of the most significant was child marriage. At the age of thirteen, Mohandas married Kasturba Makhanji, later known as Kasturba Gandhi or Ba. From a current perspective, that age is deeply shocking, but in the context of many Indian communities in the 19th century, it was an accepted practice. Child marriage was part of a social system where family, caste, reputation, and community alliances weighed more than individual choice. For Gandhi, that experience was simultaneously normal within his environment and, viewed from adulthood, a reason for critical reflection.

The early relationship with Kasturba reveals much about the young Gandhi. He was not from the beginning the mature defender of self-control and spiritual equality he would later try to project. In his memoirs, he admitted feeling jealousy, a desire for possession, and authoritarian attitudes toward his wife. He wanted to control her movements, educate her according to his own ideas, and exercise over her the authority that custom granted the husband. These traits show an adolescent Gandhi immersed in the patriarchal prejudices of his time. Precisely for that reason, his life cannot be understood as a straight line of moral perfection. It was, rather, a conflict-ridden process of learning, contradiction, and personal reform.

The marriage to Kasturba also introduced Gandhi to emotional responsibilities for which he was unprepared. Both were very young, practically children, and had to grow up within a relationship established by their families. Over the years, Kasturba would become a fundamental figure in his life, not only as a wife, but as a companion in sufferings, struggles, imprisonments, and communal experiments. However, in Mohandas’s childhood and adolescence, that relationship was marked by immaturity, family dependence, and the gender norms of the society in which they lived.

While Gandhi was growing up, India was undergoing profound transformations. After the Rebellion of 1857, which the British long called a ‘mutiny’ and many Indians would remember as a first great war of independence, the British Crown assumed direct control of India in 1858. Therefore, when Gandhi was born in 1869, the British Raj was already established. The authority of the East India Company had given way to an imperial regime administered in the name of Queen Victoria, who in 1876 would be proclaimed Empress of India. This political framework was essential for Gandhi’s generation.

British rule presented itself as a force for order, modernization, and progress. It built railways, reorganized administrations, promoted certain educational systems, and extended legal structures inspired by Europe. However, behind that image existed a reality of economic exploitation, racial hierarchy, and political subordination. Indians could participate in some administrative areas, especially at intermediate levels, but ultimate power remained in British hands. This contradiction between modernization and domination would be one of the great tensions that Gandhi would later confront.

In his childhood, Gandhi was not yet a conscious anticolonial nationalist. It would be anachronistic to imagine him as a child who already understood the structures of imperialism. However, he grew up in an environment where the British presence was an unquestionable reality. The local princely states, like those of Kathiawar, retained certain formal autonomy, but were embedded in a system of dependence. Indian rulers had to coexist with British representatives, accept supervision, and move within political limits defined by the empire. Thus, even in a city like Porbandar, far from the great colonial centers, British authority was felt as a permanent shadow.

Gandhi’s family, linked to the administration of princely states, lived precisely in that intermediate space between Indian tradition and colonial power. Karamchand Gandhi served local rulers, but those rulers existed within an order increasingly conditioned by Great Britain. This meant that Mohandas grew up seeing a politics of proximity, palatial, regional, full of ceremonial gestures and personal loyalties, but also connected to broader imperial forces. That early experience contributed to giving him a practical understanding of power: power was not abstract; it had faces, protocols, dependencies, and humiliations.

On the other hand, the Indian society of his time was organized by very strong internal hierarchies. Caste, religion, gender, occupation, and birth defined opportunities and limits. Gandhi was born into a relatively respected community, which gave him certain privileges. He did not belong to the most oppressed groups nor did he personally experience the extreme exclusion of the so-called ‘untouchables’, whom he would later call Harijan, ‘children of God’, an expression that would also be discussed and criticized. This initial position is important for understanding both his sensitivity and his limitations. Gandhi observed injustice, but he did so from a social place that was not that of the most marginalized.

Food was another formative element. In Gandhi’s home, as in many Vaishnava households in Gujarat, vegetarianism had a religious and cultural meaning. Not eating meat was not just a dietary preference; it was linked to purity, compassion, and family tradition. Nevertheless, during his adolescence, Gandhi experienced doubts and temptations. Influenced by a friend, he even tried meat in secret, convinced by the idea that the British were strong because they ate meat and that Indians were weak for abstaining. This episode, apparently domestic, contains a very revealing colonial dimension.

The temptation to eat meat was not merely an act of youthful rebellion against his family. It also reflected a broader question: why did the British dominate? What made Europeans strong and Indians weak? In a teenager’s mind, that comparison could be translated in a simple and bodily way. If the British were powerful, perhaps their diet, their habits, or their way of life explained that superiority. Gandhi soon abandoned that secret practice because it caused him guilt and inner conflict, but the experience shows how colonialism penetrated even the imaginations of the young. Political domination turned into cultural insecurity.

Something similar occurred with other small acts of transgression, such as smoking secretly or challenging certain family norms. Gandhi was not a rebellious teenager in the spectacular sense of the term, but he did experience conflicts typical of his age. What is notable is that these faults were remembered by him with moral intensity. Where others would have seen simple mischief, Gandhi saw signs of weakness, deceit, and inner enslavement. That tendency to examine himself harshly would be a constant in his life. On occasion, it would give him enormous spiritual strength; at other times, it would lead him to rigid and debatable positions.

Fear was another strong presence in his childhood. Gandhi confessed to having been afraid of ghosts, thieves, darkness, and snakes. He was not a naturally bold child. His later courage, therefore, cannot be interpreted as an absence of fear, but as a conquest over fear. This point is fundamental to humanizing him. Gandhi’s courage was not born of a heroic temperament from the cradle. It arose from a long discipline aimed at governing fear, not letting oneself be carried away by it, and converting fragility into moral strength.

In that process, a domestic figure played a symbolic role: a caretaker named Rambha, who, according to Gandhi, taught him to repeat the name of Rama to calm his fears. Beyond the concrete detail, the scene holds profound value. The frightened child found protection in a sacred word. The repetition of the divine name became an inner refuge. In adult life, Gandhi would maintain an intense relationship with the name of Rama, to the point that popular tradition would associate his last words with that invocation. From childhood, spirituality was for him a way of facing vulnerability.

Gandhi’s moral education was not limited to family and religion. It was also influenced by plays and popular stories. One of the stories that most impressed him was that of Harishchandra, the legendary king who sacrificed everything to remain faithful to truth. For young Mohandas, that character became a model of absolute integrity. He was fascinated by the idea of someone capable of losing kingdom, family, and well-being before betraying truth. That youthful admiration helps explain why the word ‘truth’ would later acquire such a central place in his thought.

He was also impacted by the story of Shravana, the devoted son who cared for his elderly parents. In a culture where filial obedience and duty toward family held enormous value, that story reinforced the idea of personal sacrifice. Gandhi did not take these stories as mere ancient legends. He absorbed them emotionally. In them, he found models of behavior that he would later reinterpret in his own way. Harishchandra’s truth and Shravana’s devotion mixed with Putlibai’s religiosity, Karamchand’s authority, and the tensions of the colonial world.

As Mohandas grew, the family moved to Rajkot, where his father continued to perform administrative functions. Rajkot offered a somewhat different environment from Porbandar. There Gandhi continued his studies and came into contact with a broader milieu. However, his personality remained reserved. He did not stand out for great friendships or early leadership. He was a boy who, in many ways, seemed destined for a respectable but ordinary life within the margins of his community. Nothing in his adolescence clearly announced that he would become one of the most influential figures of the 20th century.

The death of his father was one of the most painful events of his youth. Karamchand Gandhi was ill for a time, and Mohandas participated in his care. However, Gandhi would recall with guilt a night when, as his father lay dying, he withdrew to be with his young wife. Shortly after, his father died. The episode was etched in his memory as a moral fault linked to sexual desire. This experience influenced his later conflicted relationship with sexuality, self-control, and celibacy. For Gandhi, the body was not neutral: it could be a source of affection, but also of enslavement.

That association between desire, guilt, and discipline would become increasingly strong in his adult life. Although it would be unfair to reduce his thought to youthful traumas, it is evident that certain early memories fed his quest for self-mastery. Gandhi came to believe that true freedom required governing the senses, reducing needs, and subordinating impulses to a higher moral purpose. This idea, which would have admirable consequences in some contexts and problematic ones in others, sank its roots in very specific youthful experiences.

After his father’s death, the family had to think about Mohandas’s future. As he belonged to a family with an administrative tradition, it seemed reasonable for him to pursue a career that would maintain or improve the family prestige. Law appeared as an attractive option. In colonial India, law could open doors. It allowed access to spheres of influence, interaction with modern institutions, and obtaining a respectable position. However, to get there required education, resources, and determination. Gandhi was not the safest candidate. He was shy, young, inexperienced, and did not display overwhelming brilliance.

Before leaving for England to study law, Gandhi had to face family and community tensions. Traveling by sea was seen by some traditional sectors as a religious transgression, because it could imply contact with impure customs and loss of caste norms. For a young man raised in a religious environment, that objection was not minor. Additionally, his mother feared that in England he would break his moral commitments, eat meat, drink alcohol, or stray from family tradition. Departure for the West was not simply an academic journey; it was a spiritual test.

To reassure Putlibai, Gandhi made vows of abstinence: he promised not to eat meat, not to drink alcohol, and to stay away from illicit sexual relations. These vows were decisive. They gave him a moral structure to face the unknown world that awaited him. They also show something very characteristic of Gandhi: in the face of uncertainty, he resorted to a promise, a public or sacred commitment, discipline assumed as an obligation. The given word carried enormous weight for him. In this case, the promise made to his mother would accompany him during his stay in London and reinforce his moral identity.

However, even before that journey, the fundamental elements of his personality were already present: shyness, guilt, discipline, devotion to truth, maternal influence, respect for paternal authority, religious restlessness, sensitivity to suffering, and a permanent tendency to turn personal experience into moral experiment. Gandhi did not live his childhood as a simple stage to be overcome. He later transformed it into material for reflection. In his memories, every youthful weakness could become a lesson; every mistake, a warning; every promise, a foundation of character.

The India that saw him born was, in turn, a civilization subjected to immense historical pressure. On one hand, it preserved ancient traditions, complex religious systems, resilient community forms, and extraordinary cultural diversity. On the other, it was being reordered by British colonial power, the global economy, Western education, and new political ideas. In the last decades of the 19th century, Indian elites educated in English were emerging: lawyers, journalists, officials, and reformers who began to wonder about the country’s future. Gandhi would belong to that generation that knew both tradition and imperial modernity.

Nevertheless, his starting point was different from that of other nationalist leaders who were more urban, sophisticated, or intellectually precocious. Gandhi was not born in Calcutta, Bombay, or Madras, great centers of colonial life and political debate. He was born in a region of princely states, in a family where local administration, religious devotion, and domestic morality carried more weight than modern political theories. This gave him a particular sensitivity. When he later spoke to peasants, artisans, traditional women, merchants, religious figures, and ordinary people, he would not do so only from ideological abstraction. He had grown up in a world where daily life was full of symbols, vows, fears, forbidden foods, sacred stories, and family duties.

It is also important to consider that Gandhi was born just twelve years after the Rebellion of 1857. Although as a child he may not have understood the magnitude of that event, his generation lived under the consequences of that trauma. For the British, 1857 confirmed the need to control Indian territory more firmly. For many Indians, it left a memory of resistance, loss, and resentment. The subsequent Raj reinforced structures of surveillance, racial hierarchy, and centralized administration. Thus, Gandhi’s world was marked from the start by a silent question: how should an Indian live under the dominion of another people?

Gandhi’s answer did not appear immediately. In fact, for much of his youth, he sought respectability within the imperial framework, not radical rupture. That complexity makes him more interesting. He was not born as a frontal enemy of Great Britain. On the contrary, in his early stage, he admired certain aspects of British culture, wanted to train as a lawyer in London, and believed for a time in the possibility of obtaining justice within the empire. This initial attitude was not cowardice or absolute naivety; it was the position of many educated Indians of his generation, who saw in British institutions both oppression and opportunities.

Even so, the seed of his future resistance lay in his early formation. The maternal insistence on the vow, the ideal of truth of Harishchandra, the silent forgiveness of Karamchand, vegetarianism as discipline, fear overcome through prayer, guilt over deceit, and the experience of living in a hierarchical society formed a character especially sensitive to moral coherence. Gandhi would not be a classic revolutionary obsessed solely with taking power. He would be a political reformer who would turn the soul, the body, and daily conduct into battlefields.

Therefore, his childhood should not be seen as a mere sentimental introduction. In it are found many keys to his later life. Nonviolence, before being a strategy against the empire, was a sensitivity nourished by the religion and culture of Gujarat. Truth, before becoming satyagraha, was an intimate demand experienced in childhood confessions and moral tales. Fasting, before being a political tool, was a practice observed in his mother. Resistance, before mobilizing multitudes, was self-mastery in the face of fear, temptation, and guilt.

At the same time, in that childhood also appear some of the shadows that would accompany the figure. His tendency toward control, visible in his early relationship with Kasturba, anticipates authoritarian traits within his private life. His anguished relationship with sexuality would arise from youthful experiences and later lead to highly debated practices and opinions. His belonging to a relatively privileged community conditioned his way of looking at the internal inequalities of Indian society. His religiosity, a source of enormous strength, could also lead him to interpret political problems through moral keys that not everyone shared. These tensions do not erase his historical greatness, but they prevent reducing him to a flat figure.

Gandhi’s greatness, precisely, does not consist in having been born perfect. It consists in having worked on himself with an uncommon intensity and in having turned that personal quest into a collective force. His childhood shows the boy who fears, makes mistakes, loves, obeys, doubts, desires, confesses, and learns. That boy was not yet the leader of Indian independence, but in him the threads that would later form the world-wide Gandhi were already crossing: Hindu tradition, Jain influence, family authority, British colonialism, community duty, bodily discipline, and obsession with truth.
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