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INTRODUCTION

THE SMALL MAN AGAINST THE EMPIRE
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Opening Image

On the morning of 12 March 1930, a man of sixty years walked out of the Sabarmati Ashram in Ahmedabad, and the world, though it did little more than glance at first, would soon be unable to look away. He was thin, almost translucent in the early light, wrapped in the white cloth he had woven himself, carrying a bamboo walking staff, his sandalled feet already gathering the dust of the road. Behind him came seventy eight companions, most of them young, all of them silent. Ahead lay two hundred and forty miles of Gujarat earth, small villages, salt pans, and the sea.

He had told the press what he intended. He intended to walk to the coastal town of Dandi and lift a handful of salt from the shore, breaking a law of the British Empire that taxed the salt of every Indian who lived, cooked, and worked under the sun. The British authorities believed the gesture was eccentric, even absurd. The Viceroy Lord Irwin declined to reply to the letter Gandhi had sent him. Officials at the India Office in London found the spectacle more theatrical than threatening. They were wrong, and they were wrong in a way that revealed how completely they had misunderstood the man they were dealing with.

Gandhi understood, as few political leaders in any age have understood, that power is partly a matter of images. The image of a thin, barefoot, white clad elderly man walking deliberately toward the sea to commit a small act of civil disobedience against the largest empire on earth was an image that travelled further than any army and carried more moral weight than any official decree. When he bent to the ground at Dandi on 6 April 1930 and lifted the salt the tide had left behind, it was as if the entire structure of colonial India had been placed on trial in a gesture of breathtaking simplicity.

That image did the work of a thousand speeches. It arrived in newsrooms across Europe and America. It reached the villages of Bengal and Madras and the Punjab. It reached Indian workers in South Africa and the Caribbean and Fiji. It became, almost immediately, one of the defining images of the twentieth century. And it was entirely, absolutely deliberate.

The Man and the Myth

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born in 1869 in a small princely state on the western coast of India and died by an assassin's bullets in a New Delhi garden on 30 January 1948. Between those two facts lies one of the most extraordinary lives in modern history. He was a lawyer, a journalist, an organiser, a prisoner, a hunger striker, a weaver, a sanitation reformer, a philosopher, a religious experimenter, a husband, a father, a political genius, and a figure of moral severity that sometimes frightened even those who loved him most. He was called Mahatma, the Great Soul, a title bestowed on him by the poet Rabindranath Tagore and worn by Gandhi himself with visible discomfort. He was also called a saint, a strategist, a nuisance, a fraud, a prophet, and a danger to the established order of the earth. All of these descriptions contain something true.

The legend of Gandhi is now so thick and so familiar that it threatens to replace the man. The round glasses, the walking staff, the spinning wheel, the white cloth, the frail body on hunger strike, the prison cell, the prayer meeting: these have become a kind of icon as fixed and remote as a figure on a coin. The legend is powerful and the image is magnetic, but the man inside it was more complicated, more surprising, more human, more morally rigorous, more personally difficult, and more politically shrewd than the legend tends to allow. This book is an attempt to restore some of that complexity without either dismantling the greatness or manufacturing a scandal.

The greatness is real. Gandhi led the Indian independence movement across four decades, from its early cautious forms to its mass mobilisation of tens of millions. He developed a method of political resistance, satyagraha, that has been studied, adapted, and applied by movements across the world in the century since he invented it. He defeated, or helped to defeat, the most powerful empire of his age. He did so largely without violence, using instead the instruments of the body, the boycott, the fast, the march, the prison cell, and the spectacle of suffering endured with dignity. He changed what politics could look like and he changed what a political leader could be.

The difficulty is also real. Gandhi's views on race in his early years in South Africa were shaped by the prejudices of his time and class, and historians have been right to examine them honestly. His treatment of his own family was sometimes severe in ways that caused lasting pain. His views on caste shifted over his lifetime but were challenged forcefully by B. R. Ambedkar, who argued that Gandhi's approach to the question of untouchability, however well intentioned, served to preserve the social structure that caused the suffering he claimed to oppose. His use of fasting as political pressure was admired by millions and criticised by others as a form of moral coercion that the democratic process could barely contain. These difficulties belong to his story, and they are treated here with the seriousness they deserve.

The Politics of the Body

What makes Gandhi singular as a political figure is the degree to which he made his own body the primary instrument of his politics. Other leaders gave speeches and formed committees and wrote manifestos. Gandhi did all of those things too, but at the centre of his political practice was the disciplined, deliberate, symbolic use of the body itself. He walked when he could have ridden. He fasted when he could have argued. He wore cloth he had woven himself when the markets were full of imported cotton. He went to prison willingly and repeatedly. He endured hunger strikes of terrifying length. He insisted that the political and the personal were inseparable, that what a leader ate and wore and suffered was as much a political act as any resolution passed in a committee room.

This conviction had deep religious roots. Gandhi drew on the devotional traditions of Gujarati Vaishnavism, on the Jain principle of ahimsa, which is the refusal to do violence to any living creature, on the Bhagavad Gita's teaching about selfless action, on Tolstoy's Christian anarchism, on Ruskin's critique of industrial modernity, and on the Sermon on the Mount. He was a synthesiser of great reach and originality, pulling together threads from many spiritual and philosophical traditions and weaving them into a coherent, practical, personally lived method of resistance. He believed, with a conviction so total that it shaped every decision of his adult life, that the soul of an individual, purified through discipline and suffering, could act upon the world with a power that outweighed any imperial army.

The spinning wheel, the khadi cloth, the vegetarian diet, the celibacy, the walking, the fasting, the prison: all of these were expressions of a single idea. The body in its simplest, most disciplined form could become a moral argument that empire could barely answer. When Gandhi walked to Dandi, he carried almost nothing. That was the point.

The Difficulty of Gandhi

This book will follow Gandhi through the full arc of his life, from his anxious, dutiful childhood in the small state of Porbandar to his legal education in London, to his transformation in South Africa, to his return to India and the long, turbulent decades of the independence struggle, to Partition, to the prayer garden in Delhi where he died. It will treat him as a human being in full: as saintly to millions, troubling to some, strategic, disciplined, fragile, stubborn, courageous, inconsistent, and deeply shaped by the crises of his age.

There are aspects of Gandhi's life and thought that demand honest examination and resist comfortable resolution. This book attempts that examination without either reaching for easy condemnation or retreating into protective reverence. Gandhi deserves better than both. He deserves the kind of serious attention that places him in his historical moment, hears his arguments on their own terms, measures the gap between his ideals and his actions, and arrives at a portrait that is accurate rather than flattering, nuanced rather than settled.

He remains one of the most consequential human beings of the modern age. The independence of India, achieved in August 1947, was the largest act of decolonisation the world had seen and the most complex. The method by which Gandhi pursued it changed the grammar of political resistance for the rest of the twentieth century and beyond. His failures and contradictions are part of that story. So is his courage. So is his extraordinary, inexhaustible, sometimes frightening insistence that the soul could do what armies could hardly dream of.

A small man in homespun cloth challenged the largest empire on earth. He did it with salt, with fasting, with walking, with prison, with prayer, and with a belief in the moral weight of suffering so fierce and so precisely held that it became, in the hands of this one unusual man, a form of political power the British Empire could scarcely answer. The story begins in Porbandar in 1869, beside the Arabian Sea.
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CHAPTER ONE

PORBANDAR, RAJKOT, AND THE MAKING OF MOHANDAS
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The House Beside the Arabian Sea

Porbandar sits on the Kathiawar peninsula of Gujarat, a small coastal town of white buildings that catch the light of the Arabian Sea and hold it in the stone. In 1869, when Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born there on 2 October, it was the capital of a minor Hindu princely state presided over by a local ruler who owed allegiance to the British Crown without being entirely absorbed into the apparatus of colonial administration. It was a world of religious observance, merchant habits, family duty, and the rhythms of a community that measured its moral life in terms of caste obligation, devotional practice, and the honour of the household.

The house where Gandhi was born still stands in the old part of the city. It is a modest structure of several floors, its rooms small and dim, its stairs narrow, its walls the pale colour of sea salt. The family it sheltered belonged to the Modh Bania subcaste of the Vaishnava Hindu tradition, a merchant and administrative caste whose men had served for generations in the courts of Kathiawar's small princely states. Gandhi's father, Karamchand Gandhi, known as Kaba Gandhi, was the diwan, or chief minister, of Porbandar State and later of Rajkot State and other small principalities. He had married four times, the first three wives having died, and his fourth wife was Gandhi's mother, Putlibai, a woman of unusual piety and moral force whose influence on her youngest son would prove to be one of the most enduring of his life.

Karamchand Gandhi was a man of practical intelligence and limited formal education, respected by the local rulers he served and known for a certain straightforwardness in matters of conduct. He was Hindu by faith but in the syncretic atmosphere of Kathiawar his household was open to influences from the Jain community, which was well established in Gujarat and whose central teaching, ahimsa, the principle of nonviolence toward all living beings, entered the moral atmosphere of Gandhi's childhood as naturally as the smell of the sea. The family's Vaishnavism was devotional in character, centred on the worship of Vishnu and his avatars, particularly Rama, and shaped by the bhakti tradition's emphasis on personal devotion, compassion, and inner discipline.

Kathiawar in the 1870s was a patchwork of princely states, each with its own courts and customs and hierarchies, all of them existing within the larger framework of British paramountcy. The British presence was felt less as daily administration than as an overarching political fact, a power that could intervene but which generally allowed the princely states their own internal governance in exchange for loyalty and compliance. For the Gandhi family, this meant a life conducted largely within the frameworks of local tradition, caste obligation, and religious practice, with the British Empire present as a backdrop whose full significance the young Mohandas would grasp only years later and thousands of miles away.

This was the world into which Mohandas arrived, the youngest child, slight and dark, with large ears and eyes that those who knew him in childhood described as watchful and serious beyond his years. He was given a name that carried weight: Mohandas, the servant of Mohana, another name for Krishna. From the beginning, the family's religious atmosphere surrounded him.

A Child of Devotion and Discipline

It was Putlibai, his mother, who shaped the deepest currents of Gandhi's early moral life. She was a woman of great personal discipline, deeply religious, given to vows and fasts that she kept with remarkable steadiness. She fasted regularly as a devotional practice, sometimes observing severe fasts tied to religious occasions or personal vows, and she did so with a cheerfulness and firmness of will that impressed everyone around her. She would fast during the monsoon months, going without food on days when sunlight failed to appear, maintaining her vow with quiet determination even as those around her worried about her health. To Gandhi watching his mother as a boy, fasting was no act of suffering but an act of strength. The body could be disciplined. The will could overcome appetite. Suffering could be chosen rather than merely endured, and chosen suffering had a spiritual dignity that ordinary comfort could never achieve.

Gandhi wrote about his mother with deep tenderness in his autobiography, describing her as a woman of extraordinary holiness and patience, someone who had left in him an impression of saintliness so complete that when he thought of goodness he thought of her. Scholars have noted that Gandhi's famous spiritual disciplines, his fasting, his dietary experiments, his bodily
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