

[image: Cover image for Gandhi: His Life and Message for the World]



MAHATMA GANDHI

Indian Leader and World Influence

This is the fascinating and deeply moving biography of the remarkable man who led India’s hard-won struggle for independence—and whose message lives on in the hearts of millions throughout the world. Written with warmth and simplicity by a man who knew Gandhi well, this eloquent account dramatically reveals the deep spirituality, the high and devoted purpose, and the extraordinary humanity of one of the most influential leaders of the modern era. And it reveals the real significance of Gandhi’s teachings for each of us—his emphasis on kindness, honesty, nonviolence, and the exaltation of the individual human spirit.

Louis Fischer was born in Philadelphia in 1896 and became a journalist and foreign correspondent, reporting for many years for The Nation and then The Progressive. The author of many books, he first visited Gandhi in 1942 and again in 1946, and later taught history at Princeton University. He died in 1970.
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PART ONE

From Birth to Greatness


1The World Weeps

By the holy waters of the Jumna, near New Delhi, almost a million people waited in the sun for the funeral procession to reach the cremation grounds. White predominated—the white of women’s cotton saris and of men’s clothes, caps, and bulbous turbans.

At Rajghat, a few hundred feet from the river, a fresh pyre had been built of stone, brick, and earth. It was eight feet square and about two feet high. Long, thin sandalwood logs sprinkled with incense were stacked on it. Mahatma Gandhi’s body lay on the pyre with his head to the north. In that position Buddha met his end.

At 4:45 P.M., Ramdas, the third son of the Mahatma, set fire to the funeral pyre. The logs burst into flames. The vast assemblage groaned. Women wailed; men wept. The wood crackled and seethed and the flames united into a single fire.

Now there was silence. Gandhi’s body was being reduced to ashes and cinders.

A day earlier, on January 30, 1948, a young man had shot and killed Mohandas K. Gandhi, India’s leader.

“I never saw Gandhi,” wrote Léon Blum, a former French Premier. “I do not know his language. I never set foot in his country, and yet I feel the same sorrow as if I had lost someone near and dear. The whole world has been plunged into mourning by the death of this extraordinary man.”

When he died, Gandhi was what he had always been: a private citizen without wealth, property, title, official position, academic distinction, or scientific achievement. Yet the chiefs of all governments, except of the Soviet government, and the heads of all religions paid homage to the thin brown man of seventy-eight in a loincloth. President Truman, the British King, the President of France, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Pope Pius, the Chief Rabbi of London, the Dalai Lama of Tibet, and more than three thousand other foreigners sent unsolicited messages of condolence to India. The Security Council of the United Nations interrupted its deliberations to pay tribute to Gandhi. Philip Noel-Baker, the British delegate, lauded Gandhi as “the friend of the poorest, the loneliest, and the lost.” Gandhi’s “greatest achievements,” he declared, “are still to come.” Other representatives in the Security Council praised his devotion to peace and his spiritual qualities.

The U.N. lowered its flag to half-mast.

Humanity lowered its flag.

The mourners were aware of some of the Mahatma’s attributes. Gandhi “made humility and truth more powerful than empires,” said U.S. Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg. “I know no other man of any time or indeed in recent history,” Sir Stafford Cripps, British statesman, declared, “who so forcefully and convincingly demonstrated the power of spirit over material things.” General George C. Marshall, then U.S. Secretary of State, groping to explain the world’s bereavement, said, “Mahatma Gandhi was the spokesman for the conscience of mankind.”

Men and women and children knew, or felt, that when Gandhi fell by the assassin’s three bullets the conscience of mankind had been left without a spokesman. Humanity was impoverished because a poor man had died. No one who survived him had faced mighty adversaries at home and abroad with the weapons of kindness, honesty, humility, and nonviolence, and, with these alone, won so many victories. His is a story of unusual success with unusual means.


2Blundering Boy

If Gandhi had lived in India three thousand years ago his birth would have been wrapped in myths and his youth in miracles. But the cold light of the nineteenth century shows that his origin was ordinary, his childhood normal, his student days uneventful, and his early professional career a failure. “The child is father of the man,” and Mohandas the schoolboy and teenager obviously sired the Mahatma, yet nobody could have predicted that he would. He seemed to have little ability and less talent.

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born on October 2, 1869, in Porbandar, a small, seaside town in the Kathiawar Peninsula in western India, about halfway between Bombay and Karachi. Kathiawar lay off the beaten track, remote from European influence; it was still divided into a large number of city-states ruled by native princelings who behaved like petty autocrats to their subjects and quaking sycophants before the British. Porbandar (population 72,077, according to the 1872 census) was one such minuscule domain; Rajkot (population 36,770) another, and Wankaner (28,750) a third. At different times in his career, Karamchand Gandhi, father of the Mahatma, served as prime minister to the raja or rana of these little realms.

Mohandas wrote in later years that his father “had no education save that of experience” and was even “innocent” of history and geography, but remained “incorruptible and had earned a reputation for strict impartiality in his family as well as outside.” Moreover, the son added, “he was a lover of his clan, truthful, brave and generous, but short-tempered.”

Karamchand, the politician, married Putlibai, a devout, illiterate, Hindu girl. Mohandas, their fourth and last child, always remembered his mother’s “saintliness” and her “deeply religious” nature. Putlibai attended temple services every day and never ate without prayer. Long fasts did not dismay her. During the annual Chaturmas, a kind of Lent lasting through the four-month rainy season, she habitually took only a single meal a day, and one year, in addition, she observed a fast on alternate days.

The family was well-to-do. Karamchand owned a home in Porbandar, another in Rajkot, and another in Kutiana. Karamchand wore a gold necklace, and a brother of Mohandas had a heavy, solid-gold armlet. Mohandas had his own nurse and his own concertina.

At school in Porbandar, Gandhi found it difficult to learn the multiplication table. “My intellect must have been sluggish, and my memory raw,” the Mahatma wrote about himself as a primary-grade pupil. A year later when the family moved to Rajkot, he was a “mediocre student” but very punctual.

The boy Mohandas was shy. “My books and lessons were my sole companions,” he recalled as an adult. At the end of the school day, he ran home. He lacked the confidence and poise to talk to anybody; “I was even afraid lest anyone poke fun at me.”

As he grew older, however, he found friends and played in the streets and by the sea. He spun tops and played with rubber balloons. He was quiet and obedient; “I had learned to carry out the orders of elders, not to scan their actions.” Nevertheless, he began to smoke secretly at the age of twelve and stole money from his parents and elder brothers to buy cigarettes.

Once he and a young relative learned that the seeds of a jungle plant named dhatura were poisonous. So they joined in a suicide pact which would rid them forever of parental domination. Moved by a sense of the dramatic, they decided to die in the temple. They actually went to the shrine with the mortal seeds in their pockets. But at the last moment courage failed them. For self-respect, each swallowed two or three seeds and walked home.

Presently, serious matters claimed the child’s attention. Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi married at the age of thirteen when he was a high school sophomore. The bride, Kasturbai, was thirteen too. Their parents made the match but did not tell them about it until the wedding preparations were complete. “My brother’s wife had thoroughly coached me about my behavior,” Gandhi wrote forty years after the event. “I do not know who had coached my wife.” Both were nervous, and “the coaching could not carry me far,” he added. “But no coaching is really necessary in such matters. The impressions of the former birth are potent enough to make all coaching superfluous.”

“Two innocent children all unwittingly hurled themselves on the ocean of life,” with only, presumably, their experiences in a former incarnation to guide them. Thus Gandhi described “the cruel custom of child marriage.” It was made possible by the Indian institution of the joint family under which parents and their children and their sons’ wives and children, sometimes numbering thirty or more persons, lived within the same house. Adolescent newlyweds like Mohandas and Kasturbai therefore did not have to worry about an apartment, furniture, or board. (Subsequently, the British government raised the minimum age of marriage.)

“I lost no time in assuming the authority of a husband,” the grown Mr. Gandhi reminisced. Kasturbai “could not go out without my permission.” So when the thirteen-year-old Kasturbai wished to play games in the street she had to ask her thirteen-year-old husband, and he would frequently say no, for he was jealous. But she was headstrong and “made it a point to go out whenever and wherever she liked.” He, consequently, got “more and more cross”; sometimes they did not speak to one another for days.

In those years, Gandhi later admitted, “I used to be haunted by fear of thieves, ghosts, and serpents. I did not dare to stir out of doors at night.” His young wife had no such fears. “I felt ashamed of myself,” he wrote. He was short and thin, and disliked cricket and gymnastics, which were compulsory in high school. But he had read that walking in the open air was good for the health, and he formed the habit. “These walks gave me a fairly hardy constitution.”

Still he envied the strong, big boys, and especially a Moslem friend, Sheik Mehtab, who excelled in distance running and in the broad and high jump. These exploits dazzled Gandhi as did Sheik’s boast that he could hold live snakes in his hands and feared neither burglar nor ghost. What accounted for such bravery? He ate meat. Gandhi’s religion forbade him to eat meat. He had never touched it.

Though British rule operated indirectly and almost invisibly in Kathiawar, Gandhi’s schoolmates had already learned to respect and oppose the British. They recited a poem which went:


Behold the mighty Englishman,

He rules the Indian small,

Because being a meat-eater

He is five cubits tall.



Either because he wanted to expel the British or reinforce his own physique and courage, Gandhi finally succumbed to Sheik Mehtab’s temptations and went with him to a secluded spot on the river where Mohandas chewed and chewed the cooked goat’s flesh which Sheik had brought and ultimately swallowed it. He became sick immediately. That night he had a recurrent dream of a live goat bleating in his stomach. Nevertheless he considered that “meat-eating was a duty” and performed it for a year at secret rendezvous with Sheik. Then the dissimulation and dishonesty repelled him and he abandoned meat consumption until he could resume it openly after his parents’ death.

Meat-eating was part of Gandhi’s revolt against religion. He disliked the “glitter and pomp” of Hindu temples and confessed that he had no “living faith in God.” Who made the world? he asked. Who directed it? Nobody gave him a satisfactory answer, nor did the sacred books he consulted. He accordingly inclined “somewhat toward atheism.” Keeping an open mind, however, he listened to his father’s frequent argumentations with Moslem, Parsi, and Jain friends who came to the house to discuss the differences between their faiths and Hinduism. Jainism, a Hindu reform church, prohibits the killing of any living creature. Jain priests wear white gauze masks over their mouths so as not to breathe in, and thus kill, an insect, and they are not supposed to walk out in the dark lest they unintentionally step on a worm. Jain influence was strong in Kathiawar, and Gandhi, always a great absorber, imbibed some Jain as well as Buddhist ideas during his short rebellion against Hinduism.

Gandhi’s father Karamchand died in 1885 after an illness lasting several years in which the family fortunes declined; he left little property. Now the question of Mohandas’ professional education arose. Gandhi showed an interest in medicine. But his brother recalled their father’s objection to the dissection of dead bodies. Would it not be better to study law? Gandhi’s grandfather Uttamchand had been prime minister of Porbandar and handed the office down to his son Karamchand, who passed it to his brother Tulsidas. The job was almost family property, and if Mohandas became an attorney he would be practically assured of the prime ministership of his home state. But, being insecure, he was afraid of the law. Could he pass the examinations? At this juncture a friend of the family suggested that a quick, three-year course in England held the best promise of professional and political success. The prospect of a stay abroad thrilled Gandhi. An uncle, who was now the head of the family, objected that European-trained lawyers dressed “as shamelessly as Englishmen,” forsook Indian traditions, and never appeared without a cigar in their mouth. Still, if Putlibai agreed, he would sanction the trip. She entertained doubts about young men’s morals in England. Here a Jain monk named Becharji Swami came to the rescue by administering an oath to Gandhi that he would not touch wine, women, or meat.

There was some difficulty about funds until Laxmidas, Mohandas’ elder brother and a lawyer, undertook to supply them. Together they traveled to Bombay where Gandhi would board ship for England. New troubles developed. The Gandhis were members of the Modh Bania subcaste and when the Modh Banias of Bombay heard of Mohandas’ projected trip abroad they protested. No Modh Bania had ever been to England, the elders contended, because Hinduism could not be practiced there. But Gandhi, defiant, told them at one of their meetings that he would go. The headman thereupon ostracized him by saying, “This boy shall be treated as an outcaste from today.”

Undaunted, Gandhi bought a steamer ticket, a short British jacket, a necktie, and enough food, chiefly fruit and sweets, for the three weeks to Southampton. He sailed on September 4, 1888, a month before his nineteenth birthday. A few months earlier, Kasturbai had borne him a male child, and they called it Harilal.


3Gandhi in London

Gandhi was photographed in London shortly after arriving there. His hair is black, thick, and carefully parted a little to the right of center. The ears are big. The nose is big and pointed. The lips and eyes are impressive. The eyes seem to mirror puzzlement, fright, yearning; they appear to move in search of something. The lips are full, sensuous, sad, and defensive. He looks like a man without compass or focus. He has been injured or is afraid of injury. The face is that of a person who fears coming struggles within himself and with the world. He wonders whether he can conquer his passions, whether he will make good.

British life was very foreign to the young Gandhi. His autobiography records his attempt and failure to adjust to it. He bought a top hat, spats, striped trousers, a morning coat, a silver-mounted cane, silk shirts, and leather gloves. He spent ten pounds for an evening suit made to order in Bond Street and invested three pounds in a course of dancing lessons. But “I could not follow the piano,” he confessed, or “achieve anything like rhythmic motion.” Hoping to develop an ear for music, he purchased a violin and found a teacher. Before long he sold the instrument. A similar effort to learn elocution ended just as quickly.

Gandhi always craved harmony with his surroundings. That is why, years later, he adopted the loincloth as his garb. Tens of millions of Indian peasants wear nothing else. In London, Gandhi was admittedly “aping the British gentleman,” on the assumption that it would raise his status and bring him into key with what he mistakenly regarded as the dominant note in British life.

At the same time he was capable of strong resistance to conformity. English acquaintances urged him to eat meat, but he refused to break the vow he had given his mother. In fact, he became a zealous vegetarian and, after some wavering, rejected even eggs and dishes—cakes and puddings—made with eggs, because they came under the meat ban: eggs were potential living creatures. This additional privation and the consequent monotony of diet were canceled by the “inner relish, distinctly more healthy, delicate, and permanent” than food, which he got from observing the vow.

He learned to cook; carrot soup was a specialty. Sweets and spices had been arriving by sea from his family in India. He asked that the sendings be discontinued and began instead to eat and enjoy spinach and other vegetables without condiments. “Many such experiments,” he remarked, “taught me that the real seat of taste was not in the tongue but in the mind,” and Gandhi had commenced that remarkable lifelong task of changing his mind.

Other transformations were taking place. He had already traversed “the Sahara of atheism” and emerged thirsting for religion. He met Madam H. P. Blavatsky and Mrs. Annie Besant and read their books on theosophy but was not converted; he preferred Hinduism. A British Bible salesman persuaded him to read the Old and New Testaments. Leviticus and Numbers bored him and he got no further (until, as a mahatma, he reveled in the Prophets, Psalms, and Ecclesiastes). He found the New Testament more interesting, and the Sermon on the Mount “went straight to my heart.” “. . . resist not evil, but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the left also. . . . Blessed are the meek. . . . Blessed are ye when men shall revile you and persecute you. . . . Agree with thine adversary quickly. . . . Forgive men their trespasses. . . . Lay not up for yourself treasure upon earth . . . for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. . . .” These words of Christ “delighted” the mahatma-to-be. They reminded him of the Bhagavad-Gita, the sacred book of the Hindus, which, he admitted to his shame, he had not read until his second year as a law student in London. It produced a tremendous impact which remained throughout life. “When doubts haunt me, when disappointments stare me in the face, and I see not one ray of hope on the horizon,” he wrote in his weekly magazine, Young India, of August 6, 1925, “I turn to the Bhagavad-Gita, and find a verse to comfort me; and I immediately begin to smile in the midst of overwhelming sorrow.” Mahadev Desai, for many years the Mahatma’s secretary, testifies that “every moment of Gandhi’s life is a conscious effort to live the message of the Gita.” Gandhi called it his “spiritual reference book.”

The Bhagavad-Gita or Celestial Song is an exquisite poem of seven hundred stanzas about the science and practice of yoga. Written by one person sometime, according to scholars, between the fifth and second centuries B.C., the Gita is a battlefield conversation between its hero, Krishna, who is worshipped in India as a god, and Arjuna, the chief of a faction in a famous civil war. “Krishna,” says Sir Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan, the Hindu philosopher, “is the human embodiment of Vishnu,” the Supreme God.

The tale of Krishna’s life on earth mingles legend with hazy prehistoric fact. God, the story says, incarnated himself in the womb of an Indian king’s sister, and Krishna was thus born without the intervention of man. But the king, fearing a rival, had ordered all newborn royal children done to death, and Krishna was therefore secretly transferred by divine hand to the family of a lowly herdsman in place of its own infant daughter. The child Krishna defeated all the nether world’s efforts to destroy him. Once during a flood he lifted a mountain with his little finger and held it up for seven days and nights so that the people might save themselves and their animals. Not suspecting his divinity, all the village maidens loved him and danced with him. Grown to young manhood, Krishna killed his tyrant uncle and won universal renown. Ultimately he went into retirement in a forest where a hunter, mistaking him for a deer, shot an arrow into his heel. As the huntsman drew near and recognized Krishna, he was stricken with grief, but Krishna smiled, blessed him, and died.

The Gita opens with Krishna on the battlefield serving as Arjuna’s unarmed charioteer. Opposite are Arjuna’s royal cousins arrayed for the fratricidal fray. Arjuna is loath to fight. He says to Krishna:


I have unhappy forebodings, O Keshava,

and I see no good in slaying kinsmen in battle.

I seek not victory, nor sovereign power, nor earthly joys.

What good are sovereign power, worldly pleasures and

even life to us, O Govinda?



Keshava and Govinda are among the many names of Lord Krishna.

Overcome by revulsion against killing his own relatives, Arjuna announces, “I will not fight.”

The Lord Krishna remonstrates with him:


Thou mournest for them whom thou shouldst not mourn,

and utterest vain words of wisdom. The wise mourn neither

for the living nor for the dead.

For never was I not, nor thou nor these kings, nor

will any of us cease to be hereafter.



Death, in other words, matters little; the soul, or atman, Krishna explains, is immortal and unattainable by man’s weapons of destruction. Calling the soul “This,” Krishna says,


This is never born nor having been will

ever not be any more; unborn, eternal, everlasting,

ancient, This is not slain when the body is slain. . . .

As a man casts off worn-out garments and takes others that

are new, even so the embodied one casts off worn-out

bodies and passes on to others new.



That, succinctly, is the Hindu doctrine of the transmigration of the soul. Krishna adds:


This no weapons wound; This no fire burns; This no

waters wet, This no wind doth dry. . . .

For certain is the death of the born, and certain is the

birth of the dead; therefore what is unavoidable

thou shouldst not regret.



Besides, Krishna emphasizes, Arjuna is a member of the Hindu warrior caste, the Kshatriyas, and it is his duty to fight.

The orthodox Hindu interpretation of the Gita as a divine summons to caste obligation and killing was repugnant to Gandhi, and even when he first read the book in London in 1888–89 he called it an allegory in which the battlefield is the soul and Arjuna man’s higher impulses struggling against evil. In any case, Arjuna was still puzzled by Krishna’s argument that since corporeal death is not death he need not hesitate to go to war. What would be gained?

Krishna answers:


For me, O Partha, there is naught to do in the

three worlds, nothing worth gaining that I have

not gained; yet I am ever in action.



The ideal is action in a just cause without thought of advantage. Krishna says,


Hold alike pleasure and pain, gain and loss, victory

and defeat, and gird thy loins for the fight; so

doing thou shalt not incur sin.



That is one aspect of yoga: selflessness in action. Krishna says,


Act thou, O Dhananjaya [Arjuna] without attachment,

steadfast in Yoga, even-minded in success and failure,

Even-mindedness is Yoga.



Krishna describes the Yogi as one


Whose mind is untroubled in sorrow and longeth

not for joys, who is free from passion, fear,

and wrath—he is called the ascetic of

secure understanding. The man who sheds all longings and moves without

concern, free from the sense of “I” and “Mine”—

he attains peace.



There are yogis who meditate and yogis who act. The yogi of action is the karma yogi. Mahatma Gandhi was a karma yogi. In a comment on the Gita, Gandhi defined the perfect karma yogi: “He is a devotee who is jealous of none, who is a fount of mercy, who is without egotism, who is selfless, who treats alike cold and heat, happiness and misery, who is ever forgiving, who is always contented, whose resolutions are firm, who has dedicated mind and soul to God, who causes no dread, who is not afraid of others, who is free from exultation, sorrow and fear, who is pure, who is versed in action yet remains unaffected by it, who renounces all fruit, good or bad, who treats friend and foe alike, who is untouched by respect or disrespect, who is not puffed up by praise, who does not go under when people speak ill of him, who loves silence and solitude, who has a disciplined reason. Such devotion is inconsistent with the existence at the same time of strong attachments.”

Gandhi summarized it in one word: “Desirelessness.”

Desirelessness, or Hindu renunciation, it has been argued, leads to personal indifference and passivity and national poverty and stagnation. Gandhi contended, on the contrary, that to act while renouncing interest in the fruits of action is the best road to success. “He who is ever brooding over result,” he wrote, “often loses nerve in the performance of duty. He becomes impatient and then gives vent to anger and begins to do unworthy things; he jumps from action to action, never remaining faithful to any. He who broods over results is like a man given to the objects of senses; he is ever-distracted, he says good-by to all scruples, everything is right in his estimation and he therefore resorts to means fair and foul to attain his end.”

Renunciation, if one is capable of it, creates the inner peace and poise necessary to achieve real lasting results, even material results, untainted by ugly means. For the exceptional practitioner of self-denial a special prize is in store. Krishna declares,


But there is a unique reward. The great yogis, the

Mahatmas or Great souls having come to Me,

reach the highest perfection; they come not

again to birth, unlasting and abode of misery.



Thus the yogi’s highest recompense is to become so firmly united with God after death that he need never again return to the status of migrating mortal man. Several times in his life Gandhi expressed the hope not to be born anew.

Mahatmas are rare. Desirelessness is an ideal to which few in India or anywhere attain or even aspire, but the young Hindu, reciting the Bhagavad-Gita several times a month, indeed more frequently perhaps, at home or in the temple, becomes aware of its injunctions and may be inspired, on the threshold of life, to ponder the purpose of life. Gandhi undoubtedly did, and it affected his entire future.

Gandhi’s interest in the Bhagavad-Gita and his passionate vegetarianism reflect a longing for India. He required identification with surroundings, yet his chief contact in England was with a group of aged, crusading vegetarians who, he later declared, “had the habit of talking of nothing but food and nothing but disease.” His studies were a regretted necessity, a ladder to a profession, and they received only a few lines in his reminiscences. He was admitted to the Inner Temple and London University, took courses in French, Latin, physics and chemistry, improved his English, and read Common and Roman Law. Called to the bar on June 10, 1891, he enrolled in the High Court on June 11, and without spending a single extra day in England, sailed for Bombay on June 12.

Life began for Gandhi after college. In his weekly magazine, Young India, of September 4, 1924, he wrote that his college days were before the time “when . . . I began life.” The two years and eight months in England came at a formative stage and must have left a mark. But their influence was probably less than normal. For Gandhi was not the student type. He was a doer, and he gained knowledge, confidence, and stature through action. Books and people certainly affected him. But the real Gandhi, the Gandhi of history, did not emerge and did not even hint of his existence in the school years. Little, perhaps, was to be expected of the frail provincial Indian transplanted at the green age of nineteen to metropolitan London. Yet the contrast between the mediocre, unimpressive, handicapped, floundering M. K. Gandhi, barrister-at-law, who left England in 1891, and the Mahatma of the twentieth century who led millions is so great as to suggest that until public service tapped his enormous reserves of will power, intuition, energy, self-confidence, and devotion to a cause, his true personality lay dormant.


4Two Incidents Shape the Future

When Gandhi returned to India his son Harilal was four. His mother was dead; they had not sent him the sad information because they knew how much he loved her. His wife Kasturbai was a beautiful young woman and he felt more jealous of her than ever. Once they quarreled so fiercely he packed her off from Rajkot to her parents in Porbandar.

As a lawyer he failed both in Rajkot and Bombay. In the latter city he had a ten-dollar case but was literally too shy to open his mouth in court and gave the brief to a colleague. He now began to do odd legal jobs for the ruling prince of Porbandar. Laxmidas, his elder brother, following in the footsteps of their father and grandfather, worked as secretary and adviser to the heir to the throne of Porbandar and seemed to be in line for the prime ministership of his little native realm. But he had antagonized the British Political Agent on whom his fate depended. Mohandas had casually met the agent in London; Laxmidas therefore asked his young brother to visit the agent and intercede for him. Gandhi thought this a wrong thing to do but yielded to his brother’s importunings. The agent said if Laxmidas had been wronged he could apply through the proper channels. When Gandhi persisted, the agent told him to leave, and as Gandhi continued to argue, the agent’s peon or messenger took hold of him and pushed him out.

The shock of this incident, Gandhi writes in his autobiography, “changed the course of my entire life.” For the first time his life had at least negative direction: he knew what he did not want to do. The episode intensified his abhorrence of the petty intrigue, palace pomp, subservience, and snobbery which pervaded the governments of the tiny principalities of Kathiawar. He would not be a fawning sycophant. It poisoned character. He yearned to escape.

Just then a firm of Porbandar Moslems offered to send him to South Africa for a year as their lawyer. He accepted. “I wanted somehow to leave India,” he admitted sadly. It was almost two years since he had left London and he was a failure, so he would “try my luck in South Africa,” he said.

Shortly after his arrival in South Africa, Gandhi became involved in a second incident ending in defeat and ejection. This time his life acquired positive direction.

A lawsuit required Gandhi’s presence in Pretoria, the capital of Transvaal. He boarded the train for the overnight journey and entered a first-class compartment with his first-class ticket. At Maritzburg, in the province of Natal, a white man came into the compartment, looked at the brown intruder, and withdrew to reappear a moment later with two railway officials who ordered Gandhi to go to the baggage car. He protested his first-class ticket but they said he had to leave. He stayed. So they fetched a policeman who threw him and his suitcases onto the station platform.

Many years later, Dr. John R. Mott, an American missionary in India, asked Mahatma Gandhi, “What have been the most creative experiences in your life?” Gandhi told him about the experience at Maritzburg.

Gandhi could have returned to the train and occupied a place in third class. He chose to remain in the station waiting room. The station people had his luggage and overcoat. It was cold in the mountains but he would not ask for his belongings, so he sat through the night shivering and meditating.

These two episodes made the man, yet it is equally true that the man made the episodes. Other Indians had been expelled from a compartment when a white man objected to their presence, and they had accepted lesser accommodations. “You cannot strike your head against a stone wall,” his compatriots counseled him the next morning. But when Gandhi encountered injustice at Maritzburg he did not bend; he took avoidable punishment out of which, however, came a resolution to combat the dread disease of color prejudice. Intransigence and personal suffering highlighted the principle at stake and emphasized the need of fighting for it. Instead of staying a year in South Africa on a law assignment, he remained from 1893 to 1914, twenty-one years, during which he not only increased his moral and intellectual stature many cubits but became a successful leader and lawyer. In the end he won a great victory for freedom.

That chilly night in the Maritzburg station waiting room, the twenty-four-year-old Indian lawyer began to think of himself as a David assailing the Goliath of racial discrimination. Why Gandhi? What was it that started him up from Maritzburg to world greatness? Did he want to be morally strong because he was physically weak? Was he less fettered and more ambitious because his career so far had borne no fruit? Did he sense untouched talents within and realize that they would emerge only if harnessed to social service? Was it luck, destiny, inheritance, the Bhagavad-Gita, or some other immeasurable circumstance? Perhaps elements of these plus pride, moral indignation, and a feeling of inadequacy combined to make him reach out toward leadership. The British agent at Porbandar and the white policeman at Maritzburg were symbols of his and his people’s weakness, and he resented it. Whenever Gandhi felt distressed or disturbed he wanted to do something about it. In the presence of evil he had to act. Mere headshaking and hand-wringing never satisfied him. Passivity riled him. There was not a single passive fiber in his character, and all his resistance was active.


5Color Prejudice

Within a week of the Maritzburg incident, Gandhi convened a meeting of the Indians of Pretoria and delivered an address on white discrimination. It was his first public speech. Zeal for a cause dissolved his timidity and loosened his tongue. The audience consisted of Moslem merchants interspersed with Hindus. His statements bore the mark, even at that early stage, of the unique qualities of Gandhi’s leadership. He urged them to tell the truth in business, adopt more sanitary habits, forget religious and caste differences, and learn English. Since his aim was fair treatment for the Indians of South Africa, the Indians, who were the means of achieving that end, first had to improve themselves and discard their own bad habits. Often, in fact, Gandhi was more interested in improving the human means than in attaining political ends. For what does it benefit man if his status is raised when he himself is not raised? Gandhi’s ends were actually a means to a better means, a better man. He always tried to exalt the individual; hence “it has always been a mystery to me,” he wrote in his autobiography, “how men can feel themselves honored by the humiliation of their fellow-beings.” He must have known the answer: some men loom large by lifting up others and some by kicking and humiliating others. It is the difference between the benefactor and the bully, between the mahatma and the dictator.

Persecution, whether by minorities or majorities, results from intolerance of differences
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