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			Mahatma Gandhi

			Key information

			
					Born: 2 October 1869 in Porbandar (in the Indian state of Gujarat).

					Died: 30 January 1948 in Delhi (India).

					Main achievements:	The concepts of satyagraha (nonviolent civil disobedience) and of simple living.

	Indian independence.




			

			Introduction

			Gandhi was one of the emblematic figures of Indian independence. However, nothing seemed to indicate that this shy and awkward young man would become a symbol of such a movement. He was not always the man of conviction dressed in white of our collective imagination. He was still devoted to British rule and attempting to fit into British society by conforming to dress codes and professional expectations; it would take him several years of disillusionment before he considered separating the future of India from that of Great Britain. In this process, it was his moral strength more than his actions that would inspire his followers, including the architect of independent India, Jawaharlal Nehru (1889-1964).

			Gandhi’s struggles took place above all in a colonial context, and not only in India. He started out in South Africa where, as a young lawyer who had just graduated from a London school, he had to deal with the discrimination that his compatriots were subjected to. It was there that he set out his vision of nonviolent civil disobedience and simple living, creating the image of a wise and fair man. He was nonetheless a man full of ambiguities, torn between his spiritual and material desires, imposing his authority in an often authoritarian way on his loved ones, maintaining a traditional view of Hindu society and its hierarchy, which he tried to preserve, sometimes compromising the universality of his fight. Gandhi’s legacy, beyond the idealisation that partly removes his humanity, was ultimately the hope of a nonviolent society – even if this is still not a reality.

		


		
			Biography
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			Photograph of Mahatma Gandhi.

			An English education

			Mahatma Gandhi was born 2 October 1869 in Porbandar, in the state of Gujarat, mid-West India. A member of the merchant caste, his father, Karamchand Gandhi (1822-1886), was the chief minister of the Porbandar principality, and his mother was his father’s fourth wife. His teenage years were marked by his marriage to Kasturba Makhanji Kapadia (1869-1944) in 1882, at the age of 13. In 1886, when his father died and his first son, who died shortly after childbirth, was born, Gandhi decided to go to study in London, the capital of the British Empire of which India was a colony. His caste technically forbade it, but Gandhi, with his mother’s support, ignored this opposition and set sail in September 1888, leaving his young wife and his newborn son Harilal (1888-1948) behind in Porbandar.

			He lived in London until 1891, studying law and trying to fit into English society. He wore a suit and hat, learned how to dance and took elocution lessons, but refused to change his diet. After a few unsuccessful attempts at eating meat, he returned to vegetarianism and joined the city’s Vegetarian Society, even writing several pieces for its magazine. After being called to the bar, he returned to India and arrived in time to witness the death of his mother and the birth of his youngest son Manilal (1892-1956). Employed by a law firm, he was a weak litigator due to his crippling shyness, which led him to faint in the middle of a trial. But he was efficient at managing files, and as a result was sent to South Africa to defend the interests of the Indian merchants of Dada Abdullah & Co. there.

			An African adventure

			He arrived in the Colony of Natal in 1893 and settled in Durban. There he experienced discrimination and, forcing himself to overcome his previously shy character, threw himself into the fight to defend the rights of Indian nationals. He joined the association of Gujarati merchants and actively helped to write petitions and organise protests against the law that threatened to deprive them of their right to vote in elections. In 1894 he founded the Natal Indian Congress, drawing his inspiration from the Indian Congresses that governed relations between the colony and its British ruler.
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			Gandhi (centre) with his law firm, 1905.

			Seeing his mission, which had only been supposed to last a year, extended, he brought his family over in 1896. It grew due to the births of Ramdas (1897-1969) and Devdas (1900-1957). In 1901, during a brief return visit to India, he opened his own law firm in Rajkot, then in Bombay. In 1905, upon his return to South Africa, he did the same in Johannesburg. His professional success brought him a very comfortable income, and a renown that irritated the British, who ruled over the states of both South Africa and India. Indeed, he became closer to members of the Indian independence movement and made Britain intervene in his disagreements with South African leaders.

			After the independence of Transvaal (1 January 1907) and the adoption of a law aiming to restrict Indian immigration, Gandhi implemented a new form of fighting: civil disobedience. Throughout his time in South Africa, interspersed with periods of imprisonment, he still remained loyal to the British Crown, for example by forming a group of stretcher-bearers during the Second Boer War (1899-1902) or by offering his support, as well as that of the Indian population, during the First World War (1914-1918).

			Return to India

			Gandhi left South Africa in 1913 and briefly stayed in Britain before returning to his homeland. He soon rededicated himself to fighting to defend oppressed and underprivileged groups. He shared the life of the ‘untouchables’, the lowest Hindu caste, and defended the peasant indigo growers as well as the textile workers. While fighting, always using nonviolence and civil disobedience, he also undertook a personal moral reform. He decided to wear traditional Indian clothes and to exercise simplicity in all his daily actions (a frugal diet, abstinence from sex, a spiritual life, etc.).

			But during the 1920s, his battle became more difficult in the face of Britain’s often lethal repression of protests, such as the Amritsar massacre, which claimed almost 400 victims in 1919. Gandhi’s fight which, after African jails, also had him sent to Indian prisons, turned once and for all towards the independence of his country. In 1930, he gained renown for a courageous act, the Salt March. In order to denounce the monopolisation of salt production and the taxes imposed by British colonists, he walked the 240 miles from his ashram to the coastal village of Dandi, gradually joined by thousands of supporters.
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			Gandhi collecting salt from the beach on 5 April 1930, at the end of the Salt March.

			When the Second World War broke out, the Indian Congress lent their support to Great Britain on the condition that they would obtain independence. Gandhi, a supporter of nonviolence, kept his distance from the Congress, as it was ready to join the war in exchange for independence. But in Bombay in August 1942, he gave his speech entitled “Quit India”, which encouraged mass civil disobedience to force the British to leave Indian territory. He was arrested again and freed in 1944, in time to witness the end of British rule in India.

			The period of disillusionment

			While Gandhi was faced with an often cruel and murderous reality throughout his years of nonviolent conflict, Indian independence was undoubtedly one of the greatest injuries to him. Indeed, when Britain named Lord Louis Mountbatten (1900-1979) as Viceroy of India with the duty of negotiating independence with the Indian nation, the latter was deeply divided between the Muslims of the All-India Muslim League, led by Ali Jinnah (1876-1948), and the Congress (which grouped together Hindus, non-religious people and moderate Muslims), represented by Jawaharlal Nehru. The declaration of 15 August 1947 officially partitioned India into two states, the Union of India (majority Hindu) and Pakistan (Muslim). For Gandhi, this was akin to vivisection, it was a great injury, worsened by the massacres that followed the separation. He tried to re-establish peace between the communities using his charisma, but was assassinated in Delhi on 30 January 1948 by Nathuram Godse (1910-1949), a Hindu extremist.

			
				
					‘Mahatma’

					The honorific ‘Mahatma’ (‘high-souled’ in Sanskrit) which is given to Gandhi was probably given to him by the Indian Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), 1913 Nobel Laureate in Literature, with whom he was close friends.

				

			

		


		
			Context

			South Africa under British rule

			At the end of the 19th century, South Africa was not yet a whole country like it is today. Discovered by the Portuguese, it was the Dutch East India Company who first settled there in the mid-16th century, to trading posts situated on the coast, particularly on the Cape. They gradually colonised inland villages to the detriment of local populations, with whom they fought regularly. The Dutch Boers (‘peasants’) were joined at the end of the 16th century by French Protestants, who were fleeing their country following the revocation of the Edict of Nantes (1598) in order to escape persecution.

			At the beginning of the 19th century, the British appropriated Cape Colony through the Treaty of Paris, signed in 1814 following the war between Napoleon I (1769-1821) and the Sixth Coalition of European allies. The British administration soon prompted the discontentment of the Boers. A group of them left Cape Colony between 1835 and 1837 to conquer new lands. This movement was nicknamed the Great Trek, a saga tinged with Christian mysticism that created the Afrikaner culture (a mixture of Dutch and Protestant traditions, with the name of the language derived from the hybridisation of Dutch, French and local African languages). In 1840 the Boers founded the Natalia Republic, on the coast to the east of Cape Colony. There they had to face the Zulus and, once again, the British, who annexed Natal in 1843. The Boers were exiled again and came together again in two republics, Transvaal (1852) and the Orange Free State (1854). But the respite did not last long: the Boers continued to clash with the Zulus, whose land they had dispossessed and, a decade after settling, the British, in particular the British South Africa Company, founded by Cecil Rhodes (British businessman and politician, 1853-1902), the Prime Minister of Cape Colony, which coveted the Afrikaner territories for their wealth of diamonds and gold.

			The First Boer War broke out in 1880 and ended a year later in defeat for the British. Faced with the retaliatory measures taken by the President of Transvaal Paul Kruger (1825-1904) towards foreigners, particularly the British and the Germans, Britain attempted a new invasion. The Second Boer War began in 1899 and lasted until 1902. It concluded with the Treaty of Vereeniging which made Transvaal and the Orange Free State British colonies with an autonomous Boer government. In 1910, Britain unified all its colonies, which had become dominions after some of them gained their independence, in the Union of South Africa. This was run by a Governor-General appointed by the British government and by an elected Prime Minister, who was head of the Parliament, which was made up of the House of Assembly and the Senate. This new union between the British and the Afrikaners led to the beginnings of racial discrimination against Indians and black people in the second decade of the 20th century.

			The British Raj

			Much like the states in South Africa, India was under British rule at the end of the 19th century. Once again, this was done by establishing trading posts. After the discovery of the continent by the Portuguese, who set up trading posts there in the 15th century, the British East India Company, the Dutch East India Company and the French East India Company were rivals there in the centuries to follow. India was thus divided into several states, kingdoms, sultanates and principalities, led by sovereigns of different ethnicities and religions.

			European settlement was achieved at the cost of many conflicts, but also of alliances, reproducing the complexity of European politics across Indian territory. Following wars that set the Dutch, French and British against one another in the 18th century, the trading posts passed between many different owners. The British East India Company ended up with a trading monopoly over India from the 1760s onwards. Its economic power was dependent on its military force, initially tasked with protecting the towns occupied by the British (Madras, Calcutta, Bombay), then with collecting taxes from people in overseas territories. The conquest of territories was the result of a policy of trade expansion and weakening of local powers that could still put an end to British rule.

			Throughout the first half of the 19th century, while the British government gradually took the reins from the East India Company in the administrative management of British territories in India, various governors organised often deadly colonisation expeditions. From 1858, after the rebellion of the sepoys (soldiers from the North of India), the governance of this mosaic of provinces was guaranteed by the Crown once and for all, and

			Indian society at the beginning of the 20th century
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