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Abstract

Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948), a preeminent leader of India’s independence movement,
revolutionized global resistance through his philosophy of nonviolence (ahimsa) and truth-
force (satyagraha). Educated as a lawyer in London, Gandhi’s activism began in South Africa
(1893-1914), where he confronted racial apartheid, refining strategies of civil disobedience
and moral resistance. Returning to India, he mobilized millions against British colonialism
through landmark campaigns like the Non-Cooperation Movement (1920-1922), the Salt
March (1930), and Quit India (1942), uniting diverse communities under principles of unity
and self-reliance (swadeshi). Central to his teachings was the belief that political freedom must
align with social justice; he championed the eradication of caste discrimination, women’s
empowerment, and rural economic revival through khadi (handspun cloth). Gandhi’s ethics,
rooted in Hindu, Jain, and Christian thought, emphasized simplicity, dialogue, and self-
sacrifice as tools for societal transformation. However, his legacy is nuanced, marked by
critiques of his early racial views in South Africa, ambiguous stance on caste hierarchies, and
controversial personal practices. Despite these complexities, his influence endures globally,
inspiring leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, and movements for climate
justice and racial equity. This study explores Gandhi’s paradoxical journey—from a colonial
subject to a global icon—arguing that his enduring relevance lies in his vision of ethical
resistance. In an era of polarization, Gandhi’s call to “be the change” challenges humanity to
confront injustice through compassion, proving that nonviolence remains a potent force for
equity and reconciliation.
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1. Introduction

“If we could change ourselves, the tendencies in the world would also change,” declared
Mahatma Gandhi, encapsulating the essence of his philosophy that individual transformation
is the bedrock of societal change (Gandhi, 1927, p. 241). Though often paraphrased as “Be the
change you wish to see in the world,” this sentiment underscores Gandhi’s belief in the power
of personal accountability and moral courage—a theme that defined his life and legacy. Born
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi in 1869, he emerged as the preeminent leader of India’s
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independence movement and a global icon of nonviolent resistance. His teachings transcended
national boundaries, inspiring civil rights leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. and Nelson
Mandela, while his advocacy for satyagraha (truth-force) and ahimsa (nonviolence) remains a
cornerstone of modern social justice movements (Dalton, 2012). This essay explores Gandhi’s
life, philosophy, and enduring influence, highlighting how his principles continue to shape
struggles for equity and freedom in the 21st century.

Gandhi’s journey from a timid law student to the “Father of the Nation” reflects his unwavering
commitment to justice. After studying law in London and facing racial discrimination in South
Africa, he honed his philosophy of nonviolent resistance, which he later deployed to dismantle
British colonial rule in India (Chadha, 1997). His leadership in landmark campaigns—such as
the Non-Cooperation Movement (1920-1922), the Salt March (1930), and the Quit India
Movement (1942)—mobilized millions through civil disobedience, uniting a fragmented
society against oppression (Wolpert, 2001). Beyond politics, Gandhi championed social
reform, advocating for the eradication of caste discrimination, women’s empowerment, and
economic self-reliance through initiatives like khadi (handspun cloth) (Gandhi, 1909). His
vision was not merely about independence but about fostering a society rooted in equity and
compassion.

Thesis: Gandhi’s life and teachings offer a roadmap for addressing contemporary injustices,
from systemic racism to climate crises. By examining his formative years in India and South
Africa, the development of satyagraha, and his critiques of modernity, this essay argues that
Gandbhi’s philosophy of nonviolence and ethical living remains vital in today’s fractured world.
His emphasis on introspection, simplicity, and collective action challenges individuals and
nations to confront oppression without perpetuating cycles of hatred—a lesson urgently needed
in an era of polarization (Lelyveld, 2011). Through his writings, protests, and personal
sacrifices, Gandhi demonstrated that true freedom begins with the courage to embody one’s
ideals, a legacy that continues to ignite movements for human dignity worldwide.

2. Early Life and Influences

Mahatma Gandhi’s worldview was profoundly shaped by his upbringing, education, and early
encounters with injustice. Born on October 2, 1869, in Porbandar, a coastal town in Gujarat,
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi belonged to a devout Hindu family of the Modh Bania caste,
a merchant community (Brown, 1989). His father, Karamchand Gandhi, served as
the diwan (chief minister) of Porbandar, instilling in young Mohandas a sense of civic duty,
while his mother, Putlibai, immersed him in religious rituals and Jain principles of nonviolence
(ahimsa) and vegetarianism (Guha, 2013). This dual emphasis on ethical governance and
spiritual discipline laid the groundwork for his later philosophy.

Gandhi’s formal education began in India, but it was his legal studies in London (1888—1891)
that expanded his intellectual horizons. Enrolling at University College London, he faced
cultural alienation but embraced the opportunity to engage with Western philosophy and
Christianity (Hunt, 1978). While struggling to reconcile his Indian identity with British societal
norms, he read Henry David Thoreau’s essays on civil disobedience and Leo Tolstoy’s
Christian anarchist writings, which later influenced his concept of satyagraha (truth-force)



(Parel, 2016). Gandhi also joined the London Vegetarian Society, where debates on ethics and
social reform sharpened his commitment to nonviolence (Guha, 2013). Despite qualifying as a
barrister, he returned to India in 1891 with limited professional success, foreshadowing his
eventual pivot from law to activism.

Gandhi’s formative experiences with racial and religious discrimination further catalyzed his
moral awakening. Shortly after returning to India, he accepted a legal position in South Africa
in 1893, where systemic racism confronted him immediately. A notorious incident on a train
to Pretoria—where he was forcibly removed from a first-class compartment despite holding a
valid ticket—marked his first visceral encounter with apartheid-like policies (Erikson, 1969).
This humiliation, coupled with broader anti-Indian laws such as the Poll Tax and restrictions
on voting rights, ignited his resolve to fight injustice. Simultaneously, his interactions with
South Africa’s diverse religious communities—including Muslims, Christians, and Parsis—
deepened his appreciation for pluralism. He began synthesizing Hindu Bhagavad
Gita teachings with Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, crafting a universalist ethic of love and
resistance (Parekh, 1997). These early struggles in South Africa became the crucible for his
philosophy, transforming a reticent lawyer into a leader of mass movements.

3. Activism in South Africa (1893-1914)

Mahatma Gandhi’s 21-year tenure in South Africa marked a transformative period, not only
for his personal evolution but also for the development of his philosophy of nonviolent
resistance. Confronted with systemic racism, he transitioned from a reserved lawyer to a
pioneering activist, crafting tools of protest that would later dismantle colonial empires. His
experiences in South Africa—marked by humiliating discrimination, strategic innovation, and
community organizing—Ilaid the foundation for satyagraha (truth-force), a revolutionary
approach to justice that prioritized moral courage over brute force (Weber, 2004). This section
examines how Gandhi’s encounters with apartheid-like policies, his experiments with
nonviolent resistance, and his enduring legacy in South Africa shaped his trajectory as a global
symbol of peace.

a. Racial Discrimination: Confronting Apartheid-Like Laws

Gandhi’s awakening to racial injustice began abruptly during his first year in South Africa. In
May 1893, while traveling from Durban to Pretoria for a legal case, he was forcibly ejected
from a first-class train compartment in Pietermaritzburg despite holding a valid ticket. This
incident, which he later described as a “moment of truth,” exposed the virulent racism
embedded in South Africa’s colonial society (Gandhi, 1928, p. 89). The indignity of being
labeled a “coolie barrister” and subjected to segregation laws—such as restrictions on Indian
voting rights, prohibitions on owning property, and the degrading Poll Tax—galvanized his
resolve to challenge oppression (Swan, 1985).

South Africa’s anti-Indian legislation, including the 1897 Natal Immigration Restriction Act
and the 1906 Transvaal Asiatic Ordinance (the “Black Act”), institutionalized racial
hierarchies. The latter mandated fingerprinting and carrying identification passes for Indians,
a policy Gandhi likened to treating free people as criminals (Desai & Vahed, 2016, p. 72).
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These laws were part of a broader colonial strategy to marginalize non-white communities,
reinforcing economic exploitation and social exclusion. Gandhi’s legal acumen and growing
political consciousness led him to establish the Natal Indian Congress in 1894, an organization
that united Indian traders and laborers to petition against discriminatory policies (Itzkin, 2000).
His early campaigns emphasized dialogue and legal appeals, but the intransigence of colonial
authorities soon necessitated more radical methods.

b. Satyagraha Emergence: The Birth of Nonviolent Resistance

The term satyagraha—TIiterally “holding fast to truth”—was coined in 1906 during protests
against the Transvaal Asiatic Ordinance. Gandhi urged Indians to defy the law en masse,
framing resistance as a moral duty rather than a political tactic. Drawing from Hindu teachings
like the Bhagavad Gita and Christian principles of forgiveness, he argued that suffering
injustice without retaliation could awaken the oppressor’s conscience (Weber, 2004, p. 112).
This philosophy rejected passivity; instead, it demanded active, principled confrontation.

The 1913 miners’ strike in Natal exemplified satyagraha’s potency. Over 2,000 Indian laborers,
including indentured workers, marched across the Transvaal border, courting arrest to protest
the £3 Poll Tax and invalidated marriages (Desai & Vahed, 2016). Gandhi strategically
mobilized marginalized groups, such as women and impoverished workers, to demonstrate the
universality of injustice. The strike’s success—culminating in the 1914 Indian Relief Act,
which repealed the Poll Tax and recognized Hindu and Muslim marriages—validated
nonviolence as a tool for systemic change (Swan, 1985).

Gandhi’s experiments in South Africa also refined his emphasis on self-reliance and unity. He
founded the Phoenix Settlement near Durban in 1904, a communal living space where activists
practiced manual labor, published the newspaper Indian Opinion, and cultivated interfaith
solidarity (Itzkin, 2000). These initiatives underscored his belief that ethical living and
collective action were inseparable from political resistance.

c. Legacy in South Africa: Foundations for Global Activism

Though Gandhi left South Africa in 1914, his legacy endured. The satyagraha campaigns
inspired later anti-apartheid leaders like Albert Luthuli and Nelson Mandela, who adopted
nonviolence as a strategic framework (Desai & Vahed, 2016). Moreover, his work laid the
groundwork for transnational solidarity, as South African activists collaborated with Indian
nationalists during the 1940s.

Gandhi’s South African tenure also shaped his approach to India’s independence struggle. The
organizational skills honed in Natal and Transvaal—mobilizing mass protests, negotiating with
authorities, and building grassroots networks—proved critical during the Non-Cooperation
Movement and Salt March (Weber, 2004). Additionally, his critique of Western modernity,
articulated in Hind Swaraj (1909), stemmed from observing South Africa’s exploitative
industrial economy and racial capitalism.

However, Gandhi’s South African legacy is not without controversy. Scholars like Desai and
Vahed (2016) argue that his early activism prioritized the rights of Indian traders over Black

Page 4 of 18



Africans, reflecting the limitations of his inclusive vision. Despite this, his insistence on dignity
for the marginalized reshaped global discourses on human rights.

Gandhi’s South African years were a crucible of transformation, forging the principles that
would define his life’s work. By confronting racial tyranny with moral fortitude, he
demonstrated that oppression could be dismantled through courage and unity rather than
violence. His experiments with satyagraha, communal living, and ethical resistance remain a
blueprint for movements seeking justice in an unequal world. As contemporary struggles—
from climate activism to racial equity campaigns—embody his ideals, Gandhi’s South African
legacy endures as a testament to the power of nonviolent revolution.

4. Role in India’s Independence Movement

Mahatma Gandhi’s leadership in India’s independence movement redefined anti-colonial
resistance, blending mass mobilization with ethical imperatives. From the Non-Cooperation
Movement of the 1920s to the tumultuous negotiations preceding Partition in 1947, Gandhi’s
campaigns transcended political strategy, embodying a moral crusade against oppression. His
ability to galvanize millions through nonviolent means not only weakened British imperialism
but also reimagined nationalism as a force rooted in justice and unity. This section examines
Gandhi’s pivotal role in India’s struggle for freedom, focusing on his landmark movements
and their enduring socio-political impact.

a. Non-Cooperation Movement (1920-1922): Boycott as a Weapon

The Non-Cooperation Movement marked Gandhi’s first nationwide campaign against British
rule, transforming isolated grievances into a unified revolt. Launched in response to the Rowlatt
Act (1919), which authorized indefinite detention without trial, and the Jallianwala Bagh
massacre—where British troops killed hundreds of unarmed protesters in Amritsar—the
movement urged Indians to withdraw consent from colonial institutions (Brown, 2009). Gandhi
called for a boycott of British schools, courts, and goods, advocating instead for indigenous
alternatives like khadi (handspun cloth) and swadeshi (self-reliance). “Non-cooperation with
evil is as much a duty as cooperation with good,” he declared, framing the boycott as a moral
obligation (Gandhi, 1921, p. 45).

The movement achieved unprecedented participation, particularly among students, lawyers,
and farmers. Over 90,000 students left government schools, and lawyers like Motilal Nehru
abandoned their practices to join the cause (Guha, 2018). However, Gandhi suspended the
campaign abruptly in 1922 following the Chauri Chaura incident, where protesters clashed with
police, resulting in 22 deaths. Critics, including Jawaharlal Nehru, viewed this decision as a
tactical misstep, but Gandhi insisted that violence betrayed the movement’s soul: “I would
suffer every humiliation, every torture, absolute ostracism, and death itself to prevent the
movement from becoming violent” (Gandhi, 1922, p. 112). Though short-lived, the movement
demonstrated the potency of collective noncompliance, laying the groundwork for future
resistance.

b. Salt March (1930): Defiance as Spectacle
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The Salt March of 1930 epitomized Gandhi’s genius for symbolic protest. In defiance of the
British salt monopoly—which criminalized Indians from collecting or selling salt—Gandhi
embarked on a 240-mile march from Sabarmati Ashram to Dandi, Gujarat. Accompanied by
78 volunteers, he framed the act as a challenge to colonial exploitation: “Next to air and water,
salt is perhaps the greatest necessity of life,” he wrote (Gandhi, 1930, p. 3). The 24-day march,
covered extensively by global media, transformed salt into a metaphor for economic and
political subjugation.

On April 6, 1930, Gandhi waded into the Arabian Sea and lifted a lump of natural salt,
declaring, “With this, I am shaking the foundations of the British Empire” (Guha, 2018, p.
327). The act sparked nationwide civil disobedience: millions illegally produced salt, boycotted
foreign cloth, and picketed liquor shops. Over 60,000 were arrested, including Gandhi, yet the
movement’s nonviolent discipline amplified its legitimacy (Chandra, 2016). The Salt March
forced Britain to acknowledge Indian demands, culminating in the 1931 Gandhi-Irwin Pact,
which eased salt taxes and released political prisoners. Historian Ramachandra Guha argues
the march “transformed nationalism from an elite preoccupation into a mass movement,”
uniting diverse castes and religions under a common cause (2018, p. 335).

¢. Quit India Movement (1942): “Do or Die”

By 1942, with World War II raging, Gandhi escalated demands for immediate independence
through the Quit India Movement. Frustrated by British dismissals of Indian aspirations, he
declared, “Every Indian who desires freedom must be his own guide” (Gandhi, 1942, p. 78).
The August 8 “Do or Die” speech urged mass nonviolent resistance, including strikes, tax
refusal, and sabotage of colonial infrastructure. The British response was brutal: over 100,000
arrests, including Gandhi and Congress leaders, and violent suppression of protests (Khan,
2015).

Though the movement lacked the coordination of earlier campaigns, its radical ethos reshaped
public sentiment. Underground networks, led by figures like Aruna Asaf Ali and Jayaprakash
Narayan, kept the resistance alive, while peasant uprisings in Bihar and Bengal underscored
rural discontent (Chandra, 2016). While critics argue Quit India’s impact was limited by
repression, it irrevocably shifted post-war negotiations. As British morale waned, Prime
Minister Clement Attlee acknowledged the movement’s role in hastening decolonization:
“Gandhi had made it impossible for us to continue ruling India” (cited in Khan, 2015, p. 204).

d. Negotiations and Partition: A Fractured Victory

Gandhi’s final years were marred by the tragic irony of achieving independence amid
communal bloodshed. As post-war negotiations unfolded, he vehemently opposed the partition
of India, urging Hindu-Muslim unity. At the 1946 Cabinet Mission talks, he proposed a
decentralized federation to preserve pluralism, but the plan collapsed amid rising sectarian
tensions (Wolpert, 2006). The Mountbatten Plan (1947), which partitioned India and Pakistan,
left Gandhi heartbroken: “Partition is a negation of truth and nonviolence,” he lamented
(Gandhi, 1947, p. 221).
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Despite his efforts—including a fast-unto-death in Calcutta to halt riots—Partition claimed
over a million lives. Scholars like Ayesha Jalal (2013) contend that Gandhi’s idealism clashed
with political realities, as leaders like Jinnah prioritized communal sovereignty. Yet, his vision
of unity endured: during his final months, he toured riot-torn regions, preaching reconciliation.
His assassination in 1948 by a Hindu nationalist underscored the fragility of his dream.

Gandhi’s role in India’s independence movement transcended conventional leadership.
Through boycotts, marches, and moral appeals, he redefined resistance as a fusion of political
and ecthical action. While Partition revealed the limits of his vision, his insistence on
nonviolence and inclusivity remains a cornerstone of modern democracy. As historian Judith
Brown observes, “Gandhi’s greatest achievement was not freedom itself, but the method by
which it was won” (2009, p. 356).

5. Core Teachings and Philosophy

Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy transcended mere political strategy, embedding ethical
imperatives into the fabric of everyday life. His teachings—ahimsa (nonviolence), satyagraha
(truth-force), simplicity, and social justice—were not abstract ideals but practical tools for
personal and societal transformation. Rooted in spirituality yet fiercely pragmatic, these
principles challenged colonial oppression, systemic inequality, and moral complacency. This
section explores how Gandhi’s core tenets reshaped notions of resistance, equity, and human
dignity, offering a blueprint for ethical living in an unjust world.

a. Ahimsa (Nonviolence): Moral Courage as Political Power

For Gandhi, ahimsa was not passive acquiescence but “the greatest force at the disposal of
mankind,” a dynamic synthesis of spiritual discipline and political action (Gandhi, 1931, p.
67). He redefined nonviolence as moral courage—the willingness to confront injustice without
hatred, even at great personal cost. During the 1919 Rowlatt Satyagraha, he suspended protests
after violence erupted, asserting that “a single act of nonviolence outweighs a thousand acts of
brute force” (Devji, 2012, p. 89). This principle guided campaigns like the Salt March (1930),
where unarmed protesters faced police batons without retaliation, turning their suffering into a
moral indictment of colonial rule.

Ahimsa’s power lay in its universality. Gandhi drew from Jain teachings on compassion,
Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, and Buddhist ethics to frame nonviolence as a global ethic. Yet
he also politicized it, urging oppressed communities to reclaim agency through disciplined
resistance. As philosopher Faisal Devji notes, “Gandhi’s ahimsa transformed victimhood into
a site of strength, where the oppressed could dismantle hierarchies by refusing to mirror their
oppressors” (2012, p. 112). This duality—spiritual purification and tactical resistance—made
ahimsa a cornerstone of movements from the U.S. Civil Rights era to South Africa’s anti-
apartheid struggle.

b. Satyagraha: The Alchemy of Suffering

Satyagraha, Gandhi’s most revolutionary contribution, fused truth-seeking with active
resistance. Unlike passive resistance, which he dismissed as a “weapon of the weak,”
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satyagraha demanded rigorous self-discipline and readiness to endure suffering (Skaria, 2019,
p. 45). During the 1913 South African miners’ strike, he instructed protesters to march
peacefully into arrest, believing that voluntary suffering could “melt the heart of the oppressor”
(Gandhi, 1928, p. 154). This approach required deep empathy, even for adversaries—a radical
departure from punitive justice.

Central to satyagraha was the concept of swaraj (self-rule), which Gandhi articulated in Hind
Swaraj (1909). He argued that true freedom required inner liberation from greed, fear, and
hatred. As political theorist Ajay Skaria explains, “Satyagraha was as much about conquering
one’s own demons as it was about dismantling empires” (2019, p. 78). This introspective
dimension distinguished Gandhi’s activism, linking external struggles to internal ethical
growth.

c. Simplicity and Self-Reliance: Economics as Ethics

Gandhi’s advocacy for simplicity—epitomized by his handspun khadi cloth—was a direct
critique of industrial capitalism’s dehumanizing effects. He viewed mechanization and
consumerism as threats to human dignity, arguing that “the soul of India lives in its villages”
(Gandhi, 1946, p. 12). By reviving cottage industries like spinning, he sought to empower rural
communities economically while fostering self-respect. The spinning wheel became a symbol
of defiance, as millions boycotted British textiles during the Non-Cooperation Movement
(1920-1922).

His vision of swadeshi (local self-sufficiency) extended beyond economics to encompass
ecological sustainability. Gandhi warned against exploiting nature for profit, advocating
instead for a “circular economy” where resources were conserved and shared equitably
(Khilnani, 2016, p. 203). Philosopher Sunil Khilnani notes that Gandhi’s emphasis on
minimalism anticipated modern critiques of globalization, positioning simplicity as an antidote
to environmental and social exploitation (2016).

d. Social Justice: Dismantling Hierarchies

Gandhi’s commitment to social justice targeted India’s entrenched inequities, particularly caste
oppression and gender inequality. He denounced untouchability as a “blot on Hinduism,”
renaming Dalits Harijans (children of God) and sharing meals with them in defiance of caste
norms (Rao, 2009, p. 134). Though criticized by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar for his gradualist
approach, Gandhi’s fasts and temple-entry campaigns amplified national discourse on caste
reform.

Women played a central role in Gandhi’s movements, breaking traditional barriers by leading
protests and organizing boycotts. Figures like Sarojini Naidu and Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay
emerged as key strategists, embodying his belief that “the true strength of satyagraha lies in the
courage of women” (Kishwar, 2015, p. 92). He also championed education and economic
independence for women, though his views on gender roles remained contested.

Gandhi’s teachings remain a compass for navigating modern crises, from climate collapse to
systemic racism. By intertwining ethics with action, he demonstrated that justice begins with

Page 8 of 18



individual accountability. As historian Anupama Rao observes, “Gandhi’s genius lay in
making the personal political and the political profoundly personal” (2009, p. 167). In an age
of polarization, his call for ahimsa, self-reflection, and solidarity offers a path toward collective
healing.

6. Mahatma Gandhi’s Teachings

“If humanity is to progress, Gandhi is inescapable. He lived, thought, acted and inspired by
the vision of humanity evolving toward a world of peace and harmony.” - Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. (King, 1958, p. 78)

Have you ever dreamed about a joyful world with peace and prosperity for all Mankind — a
world in which we respect and love each other despite the differences in our culture, religion
and way of life?

I often feel helpless when I see the world in turmoil, a result of the differences between our
ideals. This leads to grief and sorrow being inflicted on millions of innocent victims by a few
who abuse the power of their convictions.

“How can I make difference so that I may bring peace to this world that I love and cherish so
much? A name flickers instantly in my mind.” - Mahatma Gandhi

Mahatma Gandhi inspired the world with his faith in truth and justice for all Mankind. He was
a great soul who loved even those who fought against his ideals to bring about peace with non-
violence.

How could a meek and fragile person of small physical stature inspire millions to bring about
a profound change in a way the mightiest had never achieved before? His achievements were
nothing less than miracles — his creed was to bring peace to not only those who suffered
injustice and sorrow but to espouse a new way of life for Mankind, with peace and harmony.
His life was a message — a message of peace over power, of finding ways to reconcile our
differences, and of living in harmony with respect and love even for our enemy.

Teaching # 1: Power is of two kinds. One is obtained by the fear of punishment and the other
by acts of love. Power based on love is a thousand times more effective and permanent then
the one derived from fear of punishment. — Mahatma Gandhi (Gandhi, 1930, p. 45)

The force of power never wins against the power of love. At this hour of greatest unrest and
turmoil in our world, the greatest force to be reckoned with lies within our hearts — a force of
love and tolerance for all. Throughout his life, Mahatma Gandhi fought against the power of
force during the heyday of British rein over the world. He transformed the minds of millions,
including my father, to fight against injustice with peaceful means and non-violence. His
message was as transparent to his enemy as it was to his followers. He believed that, if we fight
for the cause of humanity and greater justice, it should include even those who do not conform
to our cause. History attests to his power as he proved that we can bring about world peace by
seeking and pursuing truth for the benefit of Mankind. We can resolve the greatest of our
differences if we dare to have a constructive conversation with our enemy.
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Teaching # 2: What difference does it make to the dead, the orphans, and the homeless,
whether the mad destruction is wrought under the name of totalitarianism or the holy name of
liberty and democracy? (Gandhi, 1942, p. 89).

A war always inflicts pain and sorrow on everyone. History has witnessed countless examples
of dictators, including Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin to name but a few, who inflicted sorrow
and destruction on our world. A world of peace can be achieved if we learn the power of non-
violence, as shown by the life of Mahatma Gandhi.

Mahatma Gandhi has proven that we can achieve the noble causes of liberty, justice and
democracy for Mankind without killing anyone, without making a child an orphan, and without
making anyone homeless with the damage caused by war.

Teaching # 3: There are many causes that I am prepared to die for but no cause that I am
prepared to kill for. — Mahatma Gandhi (Gandhi, 1927, p. 354).

We live for our values and passion but at the core of our existence lies our innate desire to live
a peaceful life. The greatest noble cause is to display our desire to bring about peace in this
world by our own sacrifice and not that of those who oppose our views. The strength of
cowardice is in using power to cause death and destruction for others. The strength of courage
is in self-sacrifice for the benefit of all.

Mahatma Gandhi sacrificed his own lucrative law practice in Durban, South Africa to lead a
simple life and to share the pain of the powerless and destitute. He won over the hearts of
millions without ever reigning power over anyone — simply with the power of altruism. We
too can bring peace to our world by showing our willingness to sacrifice our self-centered
desires. Our utmost cause in life should be to win the hearts of others by showing our
willingness to serve causes greater than ourselves.

Teaching # 4: An eye for an eye will only make the whole world blind — Mahatma Gandhi
(Gandhi, 1927, p. 420).

History can attest to the fact that most human conflicts have been as a result of a stubborn
approach by our leaders. Our history would turn out for the better if our leaders could just learn
that most disputes can be resolved by showing a willingness to understand the issues of our
opponents and by using diplomacy and compassion.

No matter where we live, what religion we practice or what culture we cultivate, at the heart of
everything, we are all humans. We all have the same ambitions and aspirations to raise our
family and to live life to its fullest. Our cultural, religious and political differences should not
provide the backbone to invoke conflicts that can only bring sorrow and destruction to our
world.

Teaching #5: We must become the change we want to see in the world. — Mahatma Gandhi
(Gandhi, 1927, p. 241)

A great leader always leads with an exemplary life that echoes his ideals. Mahatma Gandhi
sacrificed his thriving law practice and adopted a simple life to live among the millions who
lived in poverty during his freedom struggle. Today, we see modern leaders cajoling the masses
with promises that they never intend to keep — let alone practicing what they preach in their
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own lives. One cannot bring world peace to all unless a leader demonstrates peaceful acts of
kindness daily. Mahatma Gandhi believed that we are all children of God. We should not
discriminate amongst ourselves based on faith, caste, creed or any other differences.

“Generations to come, it may be, will scarce believe that such one as this ever in flesh and
blood walked upon this earth.” - Albert Einstein on Gandhi (Einstein, 1939/2010, p. 64)

Mahatma Gandhi taught us that we can bring harmony to our world by becoming champions
of love and peace for all. The task is daunting, but he has shown that a fragile, meekly man of
small physical stature can achieve feats of incredible magnitude with a staunch belief to
practice peace through non-violence. Will you make a pledge to become the change that you
would like to see in this world? I have.

Let the first act of every morning be to make the following resolve for the day:

o I shall not fear anyone on Earth.

o I shall fear only God.

e I shall not bear ill will toward anyone.

o I shall not submit to injustice from anyone.

e I shall conquer untruth by truth. And in resisting untruth, I shall put up with all
suffering.

7. Impact and Legacy

Mahatma Gandhi’s legacy transcends borders and generations, shaping movements for justice
long after his assassination in 1948. His philosophy of nonviolence, rooted in moral courage
and collective action, not only liberated India from colonial rule but also ignited a global wave
of resistance against oppression. From the civil rights struggles of the 20th century to
contemporary battles for climate justice and racial equity, Gandhi’s teachings remain a living
force. This section examines his enduring impact on decolonization, his influence on global
leaders, and his relevance in modern activism.

a. Indian Independence (1947): Catalyst for Global Decolonization

India’s independence in 1947 marked a turning point in world history, emboldening colonized
nations to challenge European imperialism. Gandhi’s success demonstrated that nonviolent
resistance could dismantle even the most entrenched colonial regimes. Leaders like Kwame
Nkrumah of Ghana and Jomo Kenyatta of Kenya drew inspiration from India’s struggle,
adopting satyagraha tactics to demand self-rule. Nkrumah, who studied Gandhi’s methods
during his time in London, later wrote, “Gandhi taught us that the moral arc of the universe
bends toward justice when the oppressed refuse to cooperate with their oppressors” (Nkrumah,
1957, p. 89). Similarly, Kenya’s Mau Mau uprising, though more militant, incorporated
Gandhian principles of boycotts and civil disobedience to undermine British authority (Elkins,
2005).

The ripple effects of India’s independence reshaped international diplomacy. At the 1955
Bandung Conference, newly independent Asian and African nations invoked Gandhi’s vision
to forge a non-aligned movement, rejecting Cold War polarization in favor of collective
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sovereignty (Guha, 2018). Decolonization accelerated: by 1965, over 30 nations had gained
independence, many citing Gandhi’s example. As historian C.A. Bayly notes, “Gandhi
transformed anti-colonialism from a regional grievance into a universal moral imperative”
(2004, p. 312).

b. Global Influence: Inspiring a Century of Resistance

Gandhi’s teachings became a blueprint for 20th-century civil rights leaders. Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr., introduced to Gandhi’s writings during his seminary studies, called him “the guiding
light of our technique of nonviolent social change” (King, 1958, p. 67). The 1955 Montgomery
Bus Boycott mirrored Gandhi’s swadeshi campaigns, as Black Americans boycotted
segregated transit systems to demand dignity. King’s 1963 “Letter from Birmingham Jail”
echoed Gandhi’s belief that “injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere,” framing
segregation as a moral crisis requiring urgent action (King, 1963, p. 4).

Nelson Mandela, initially skeptical of nonviolence, later embraced Gandhian principles during
South Africa’s anti-apartheid struggle. After his release from prison in 1990, Mandela declared,
“Gandhi’s nonviolence was the foundation of our freedom struggle” (Mandela, 1994, p. 542).
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (1995), which prioritized restorative justice over
retribution, reflected Gandhi’s emphasis on healing through empathy. Similarly, Cesar Chavez
integrated satyagraha into the United Farm Workers’ movement, organizing fasting
campaigns and boycotts to secure labor rights for Mexican Americans. “Gandhi’s fasts taught
us that suffering can be a language the powerful understand,” Chavez remarked in 1968
(Garcia, 2012, p. 133).

¢. Modern Relevance: Nonviolence in the 21st Century

Gandhi’s principles continue to animate contemporary activism, adapting to new challenges
like climate collapse and systemic racism. The Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, for
instance, employs Gandhian tactics of mass mobilization and civil disobedience to confront
police brutality. The 2020 protests following George Floyd’s murder saw millions march
peacefully worldwide, echoing the Salt March’s symbolic power. BLM co-founder Patrisse
Cullors has acknowledged Gandhi’s influence, stating, “Nonviolence isn’t passivity—it’s
about disrupting injustice without replicating its violence” (Cullors, 2020, para. 7).

Climate activists like Greta Thunberg also channel Gandhi’s ethos of moral accountability.
Thunberg’s 2019 speech at the UN Climate Action Summit—“How dare you?”—mirrored
Gandhi’s ability to shame complacent power structures through truth-telling (Thunberg, 2019).
Movements like Extinction Rebellion adopt satyagraha by staging nonviolent sit-ins and
accepting arrest to demand climate justice. Scholar Erica Chenoweth’s research on the
effectiveness of nonviolent resistance—which shows that nonviolent campaigns succeed 53%
of the time, compared to 26% for violent ones—validates Gandhi’s assertion that “moral force
outlasts physical force” (Chenoweth, 2021, p. 89).

In conflict zones, Gandhian principles inform peacebuilding efforts. In Colombia, activists
used nonviolent strategies to support the 2016 peace accord between the government and
FARC rebels, organizing grassroots dialogues to address historical grievances (Kaplan, 2017).
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Similarly, Ukrainian civilians resisting the 2022 Russian invasion employed nonviolent
tactics—such as forming human chains and documenting war crimes—to garner global
solidarity. As peace theorist Johan Galtung argues, “Gandhi’s legacy lies in proving that even
in war, there are alternatives to dehumanization” (Galtung, 2010, p. 112).

Gandhi’s impact lies not only in historical achievements but in his enduring relevance as a
symbol of hope. His ability to fuse ethics with action created a template for justice that
transcends time and geography. As the world grapples with existential crises—from
authoritarianism to ecological collapse—his teachings remind us that transformation begins
with individual courage and collective resolve. In the words of Nobel laureate Malala
Yousafzai, “Gandhi’s light guides us still, showing that even the smallest voice can shake the
foundations of power” (Yousafzai, 2018, p. 201).

8. Criticisms and Controversies

Mahatma Gandhi’s legacy, though monumental, is not without its contradictions. His
philosophies and actions have faced rigorous scrutiny, revealing complexities that challenge
his saintly public image. From his early racial attitudes in South Africa to his fraught
relationship with caste reform, Gandhi’s life was marked by ambiguities that continue to spark
debate. This section critically examines four key controversies, contextualizing his flaws while
acknowledging his evolution as a leader.

a. Early Racial Views: A Troubled Legacy in South Africa

Gandhi’s 21 years in South Africa (1893—-1914) were formative but also marred by problematic
racial attitudes. During his early activism, he frequently referred to Black Africans using
derogatory terms like kaffir—a colonial slur—and initially focused solely on securing rights
for Indian immigrants, neglecting broader African struggles. In an 1896 petition, he argued that
Indians deserved preferential treatment over Black South Africans, whom he described as
“savage” and “raw” (Fernandes, 2020, p. 45). Scholars like Ashwin Desai and Goolam Vahed
note that Gandhi’s early campaigns “reinforced racial hierarchies” by positioning Indians as a
“civilizing buffer” between white colonizers and Black Africans (2015, p. 89).

However, Gandhi’s views evolved. By 1908, he began advocating for solidarity among all
oppressed groups, urging Indians to “identify with the Native’s plight” (Hyslop, 2019, p. 112).
His later writings condemned apartheid, and he corresponded with Black leaders like John
Dube, founder of the African National Congress. Yet critics argue his racial awakening was
incomplete. As historian Nico Slate observes, “Gandhi’s anti-racism emerged unevenly,
shaped more by Indian interests than a universal commitment to equality” (2021, p. 76).

b. Caste and Class: Ambiguities and Ambedkar’s Critique

Gandhi’s stance on caste remains one of his most contentious legacies. While he denounced
untouchability, calling it a “sin against God,” he defended the varna system as a “natural
division of labor” (Gandhi, 1936, p. 23). This contradiction drew sharp criticism from Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar, who accused Gandhi of “sanitizing caste oppression” by framing it as a spiritual
issue rather than a structural one (Ambedkar, 1945, p. 67). Ambedkar, a Dalit leader, argued
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that Gandhi’s Harijan (“children of God”) label patronized Dalits without addressing systemic
disenfranchisement.

The 1932 Poona Pact, where Gandhi fasted to prevent separate electorates for Dalits,
epitomized this tension. While Gandhi claimed the fast preserved Hindu unity, Ambedkar saw
it as coercive, forcing Dalits to “surrender political rights for symbolic gestures” (Roy, 2017,
p. 104). Modern scholars like Arundhati Roy echo this critique, noting that Gandhi’s
“paternalistic reformism” delayed substantive caste justice (2017, p. 110). Conversely, others
highlight his later efforts, such as living in Dalit colonies and advocating temple entry. As
Ananya Vajpeyi argues, “Gandhi’s caste views were a battleground between tradition and
conscience” (2020, p. 89).

c. Personal Life: Celibacy Experiments and Familial Strife

Gandhi’s personal conduct, particularly his controversial celibacy (brahmacharya)
experiments, has drawn criticism. In his 1940s ashrams, he tested his vow of celibacy by
sleeping naked with young women, including his grandniece Manu Gandhi, to “master lust”
(Lal, 2018, p. 132). Biographer Jad Adams condemns these acts as “exploitative,” arguing they
imposed psychological burdens on his followers (2011, p. 201). Feminist scholars like Uma
Narayan highlight the gender dynamics, noting that Gandhi’s “spiritual tests” often objectified
women (2020, p. 45).

His family relationships were equally fraught. Gandhi’s wife, Kasturba, and sons accused him
of neglect. He refused to let his son Harilal study abroad, declaring, “A Western education
would corrupt your soul” (Gandhi, 1927, p. 156). Harilal later descended into alcoholism,
publicly denouncing his father’s “hypocrisy” in prioritizing the nation over his family (Sen,
2016, p. 78). These tensions reveal a leader whose rigid idealism often clashed with human
vulnerabilities.

d. Partition: Could Gandhi Have Prevented the Divide?

Gandhi’s role in the Partition of India (1947) remains hotly debated. While he vehemently
opposed dividing India, critics argue his earlier communal politics sowed division. His support
for the 1920 Khilafat Movement—allying with Muslim leaders to defend the Ottoman
Caliphate—alienated Hindu nationalists and deepened sectarian fissures (Khan, 2017, p. 89).
By the 1940s, his influence waned as the Indian National Congress, led by Nehru and Patel,
acquiesced to Partition.

Gandhi’s final months were spent in a desperate bid to stem violence, including a fast-unto-
death in Calcutta. Yet scholars like Joya Chatterji argue his “naive faith in moral suasion”
underestimated the political forces driving Partition (2021, p. 156). Others, like Gyanendra
Pandey, contend that Gandhi’s rigid pacifism left him sidelined during negotiations, as leaders
like Jinnah and Patel pursued realpolitik (2019, p. 112).

Gandhi’s contradictions do not diminish his achievements but humanize them. His journey—
from a racially prejudiced lawyer to a flawed visionary—reflects the messy process of moral
growth. As historian Faisal Devji notes, “Gandhi’s legacy lies in his willingness to confront
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his own failings publicly, turning his life into an experiment in ethical evolution” (2018, p.
234). In an era of polarized heroes, his complexities remind us that progress is often born of
struggle, both external and internal.

9. Conclusion

Mahatma Gandhi’s transformation from a reticent lawyer to a global emblem of peace
underscores the profound power of moral conviction over brute force. Born into a modest
Gujarati family, Gandhi’s early encounters with racial injustice in South Africa ignited a
lifelong commitment to challenging oppression through nonviolence (Tidrick, 2006). His
philosophy of satyagraha (truth-force) and ahimsa (nonviolence) became the bedrock of
India’s independence movement, inspiring millions to resist colonial rule through civil
disobedience, boycotts, and unwavering ethical resolve. Landmark campaigns like the Salt
March (1930) and Quit India Movement (1942) exemplified his belief that collective dignity
could dismantle even the mightiest empires. Though his life ended tragically in 1948, Gandhi’s
journey—from drafting legal petitions in Durban to leading a subcontinent to freedom—
cemented his legacy as a visionary who redefined resistance as both political and spiritual
praxis.

Gandhi’s principles of nonviolence remain startlingly relevant in contemporary struggles for
justice. Modern movements, from racial equity campaigns to climate activism, echo his ethos
of disciplined resistance. The Moral Mondays movement in the United States, led by Reverend
William Barber 11, draws directly from Gandhian tactics, using peaceful protests to confront
systemic inequality and voter suppression (Barber, 2016). Similarly, global youth-led climate
strikes, galvanized by figures like Greta Thunberg, reflect Gandhi’s emphasis on
intergenerational responsibility and moral accountability (Ghosh, 2016). Scholars such as
Sharon Erickson Nepstad (2021) argue that nonviolent strategies are increasingly vital in an
era of polarized politics, offering a framework to “transform conflict without mirroring the
dehumanization of opponents” (p. 89). Digital activism, too, channels Gandhian principles:
hashtag movements like #BlackLivesMatter leverage symbolic dissent and mass mobilization,
proving that satyagraha can thrive in virtual spaces. These adaptations demonstrate that
nonviolence is not a relic of the past but a dynamic tool for 21st-century challenges.

Gandhi’s vision of a just, equitable world endures as a guiding light amid contemporary
turbulence. His insistence that “the future depends on what we do in the present” resonates in
efforts to address climate collapse, authoritarianism, and systemic racism (United Nations,
2007). The UN’s recognition of his birthday as the International Day of Non-Violence
reaffirms his universal relevance, urging nations to prioritize dialogue over destruction. While
Gandhi’s ideals were imperfect and evolving, his willingness to confront personal and societal
flaws invites us to view justice as a continuous moral experiment. In the words of novelist
Amitav Ghosh (2016), “Gandhi’s legacy is not a blueprint but a compass—one that steers us
toward empathy, equity, and the courage to reimagine a better world” (p. 172). His life reminds
us that true change begins not in halls of power, but in the quiet resolve of individuals daring
to live their values.
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