
Gandhi and Tolstoy. A study of Gandhi's 
Intellectual Development considered within the 
framev,ork of Hermeneutic Philosophy. 

GARTH ABRAHAM 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree of Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in the 
Department of History, Faculty of Arts, at the 
University of Natal, Durban. 

DECEMBER, 1982. 



PREFACE ii 

The intention of this dissertation is to assess the continuous 

and abiding influence of Tolstoy on Gandhi's intellectual development while 

in South Africa. With this objective in mind the hermeneutic philosophy of 

interpretation and understanding has been presented in the Introduction as a 

schema in terms of which Gandhi's intellectual development may be more readily 

understood. Hermeneutics attempts to expose the oft unrecognised fact that it 

is impossible to speak of 'presuppositionless' understanding It refutes the 

thesis that Gandhi's philosophy was either Hindu or Christian. Rather Gandhi's 

interpretation of Hinduism while in South Africa should be seen in terms of 

his familiarity with the 'Christian life-conception' of Tolstoy and the 

Theosophy of his London circle of acquaintances. 

As an attempt at an intellectual history it has also been 

necessary to relate Gandhi's development to historical reality in order to 

maintain some sort of chronological development in his thought. Furthermore 

certain key events in Gandhi's life have been discussed in some detail as they 

do to a considerable degree determine both the depth of his philosophy in 

terms of the manner in which he attempts to relate theory to praxis - and 

the direction his philosophy takes consequent to the event. 

With regard to source material for an intellectual history one 

has been forced to rely heavily on autobiographical material. Consequently 

Gandhi's The Story of My Experiment with Truth has been of central importance. 

His speeches and personal correspondence have also been relied upon to a 

considerable degree as these serve to indicate the development of his philo

sophy. Secondary material on Gandhi is plentiful. Little of it however 

attempts an intellectual history of Gandhi's South African years. Geoffrey 

Ashe's Gandhi: A study in Revolution and Pyarelal's Mahatma Gandhi~ The Early 

Phase are exception·s and have been most useful. 
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INTRODUCTION 1. 

In The Story of My Experiments with Truth Gandhi related his 

initial experience on reading Tolstoy in the following terms: 

'Tolstoy's The Kingdom of God is Within You overwhelmed 

me. It left an abiding impression on me. Before the 

independent thinking, profound morality, and the truth

fulness of this book, all other books given me by Mr 
Coates seemed to pale into insignificance.' (1) 

What was the nature of this experience? For the contemporary reader 

Tolstoy's works do not read in the same way that they did for Gandhi. 

Tolstoy's works do however read differently if one has already experienced 

the work of Gandhi. Clearly it is impossible to aim at the Crocean or 

Collingwoodian ideal of seeing both Gandhi and Tolstoy as they actually saw 

themselves. 'Man's being', David Couzen Hoy remarks, ' is not fixed forever 

in an eternal eidos,' rather it is a function bf the way he sees himself in 

time and in a particular historical situation. (2) 

'A generation will not only understand itself differently 

from the way a past generation understood itself, it will 

also understand that past generation differently from the 

way the past understood itself. Since a central element 

of any generations' self-understanding is a picture of its 

place in history, subsequent historical actualizations 

will radically alter that image'. (3) 

The central point of the above is its emphasis on the concept 

of historicity; historicity is central to the very nature of our existence. 

It is Gandhi's individual historicity - his background, his culture and his 

position in time which determines the way in which Gandhi interprets both 

Tolstoy and any other work for that matter. This factor is central to the 

hermeneutic philosophy of understanding. 

Conscious of Kant's warning that the place for definitions 

lies at the end of dissertations not at their commencement, in this case a 

definition of sorts is perhaps an appropriate vantage point from which to 

develop the discussion. The eminent Catholic theologian Karl Lehmann 



posits the following possible definition of hermeneutics: 

'Hermeneuctics is an aid to the understanding of some
thing which is not - as in matters which are to be 
"explained" - indifferent and external to the mind, 
but which is pervaded by individual, collective, per
manent and historically conditioned elements and thus 
belongs to the world of intersubjective agreement'. (4) 

Lehmann's definition has its inadequacies and limitations, for example, 

what 'matters are to be "explained"' that are external or indifferent to 

2. 

the mind?; and the applied meaning of the term 'hermeneutics', as opposed 

to seeing it as a basic act of human thinking. Nevertheless it emphasises 

the 'intersubjective' and 'historically conditioned' nature of understanding. 

In understanding Lehmann's use of hermeneutics as an 'aid', 

a methodology, it is necessary to briefly consider the historic development 

of the concept. The word itself is derived from the Greek Hermeneia, which 

in turn comes from the messenger of the Gods, the 'transmitter of intelli

gence', Hermes. It soon came to mean the process of "bringing to under

standing". ( 5) 

The need of such a process was originally felt within the 

sphere of theology, primarily with regard to the interpretation of 

rabbinical Scripture. However, following the increased learning of the 

Renaissance and the spiritually diversifying effect of the Protestant 

Revolution a plethora of original interpretations of Holy Writ appeared. 

With the Protestant emphasis on Scripture explaining itself the need to 

return to the 'historical'understanding of Scripture was particularly acute. 

The means, it was contented, of ridding Scripture of its false tradition 

a tradition which Protestants held had alienated the created from their 

creator - and to return to the original ecclesia of the founding fathers, 

was to interpret Scripture as one would an historical document, to 'see' 

it in the mind of the original authors. The nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries however brought to Scriptural hermeneutics the realisation that 

the rules formulated 'to ensure against particular mistakes and to provide 



(for the) normative repetition of tradition' (6) had failed to secure 

uniformity and general truths. 

3. 

The post Romanticist world of the nineteenth century, 

alienated from its tradition, now faced the universal possibility of 

misunderstanding 'The difference between linguistic-historical and theolo

gical hermeneutics vanishes', (7) and the need for a methodologically 

sound technique of examining documents, both of a historical and literary 

nature, was called for. Among others Friedrich Ast, Friedrich Wolf, 

Schleiermacher and Dilthey responded initially to that call. 

For Schleiermacher understanding is essentially a 'referential 

operation' (8), that is one may only come to understand something by con

trasting it with a past experience, with that which is already known. In 

other words for Gandhi it was only possible for him to understand Tolstoy 

in terms of the intellectual tradition of which he was already a part. 

Palmer elucidates: 

'What we understand forms itself into systematic unities, 

or circles made up of parts. The circle as a whole 

defines the individual part, or the parts together form 

the circle. A whole sentence, for instance, is a unity. 

We understand the meaning of an individual word by seeing 

it in reference to the whole of the sentence; and recipro

cally, the sentences meaning as a whole is dependent on the 

meaning of individual words. By extension, an individual 

concept derives its meaning from a context or horizon within 

which it stands; yet the horizon is made up of the very 

elements to which it gives meaning. By dialectical interaction 

between the whole or the part, each gives the other meaning; 

understanding is circular, then because within this "circle" 

the meaning comes to stand, we call this the "hermeneutical 

circle".• (9) 

Despite a number of apparent logical contradictions, this 

hermeneutical circle operates in every act of human understanding. A 

dialogue so established between the speaker and the hearer, the text and 

the reader. Both share a common language, language being the supreme means 
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in the process of 'bringing to understanding', and the subject matter of 

their discourse. Without the language and a minimal preknowledge of the 

subject matter one cannot 'step into the magic circle of its (the texts') 

horizon in order to understand its meaning' (10) Gandhi therefore had to 

be familiarwith English and with the general concepts expostulated within 

Tolstoy's work - this was clearly the case as he ~as already familiar with 

the passivity advanced by Christ, Shelley, Thoreau while also having 

examined the tenets of Theosophy. 

Dilthey attempted to venture beyond the precepts of 

Schleiermacher's hermeneutics. For him understanding aimed at in the 

dialogue between the whole and the parts is "meaning". The 'meaning' 

acquired in the hermeneutic circle must not, however, be confined merely 

to the understanding of texts, rather he saw the relationship between the 

parts and the whole as having 2 significance for life itself. 

'The meaning of the hole is a 'sense' derived from the 
meaning of the individual parts. An event or experience 
can so alter our lives that what was formally meaningful 
becomes meaningless and an apparently unimportant past 
experience may take on meaning in retrospect. The sense 
of the whole determines the functions and the meaning of 
the parts'. (11) 

This is clearly the case of Gandhi as will be discussed later. In the 

light of the meeting of 1906 which launched Satyagraha other previous 

key events take on a greater significance as being milestones leading 

towards that event. All 'meaning' then, is contextual. To discern this 

meaning it is necessary to enter into a relationship between oneself, in 

ones historical context, and objectified Geist (spirit) in the world 

around us. The relationship within the hermeneutic circle between the 

self and the Geist is said to be a meaningful one, both acting together 

to create meaning. 

Given this contextual nature of meaning it is consequently 

impossible to speak of 'presuppositionless' understanding. Rather, we 
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understand in terms of our own individual horizon. Methodologically it 

is impossible for the interpreter, Gandhi,to attempt to immerse himself 

totally within the object he is trying to understand, Tolstoy's work. 

Rather what is aimed at is meaningful interaction between one's own horizon 

and that of a text. Without thi.5 dialectic meaning remain unassailable. 

From the discussion thus far a number of possible fields of 

hermeneutics have been suggested. These may be summarized chronoligically 

as follows: Hermeneutics as (a) theory of biblical exegesis; (b) general 

philolo9icul methodology; (c) the science of all linguistic understanding; 

and (d) the methodological foundation of Geistes - wissenschaPten (12). 

Martin Heidegger now offered a radically new approach to hermeneutic 

philosophy. Moving beyond Dilthey, he interprets hermeneutics as a 

phenomenology of existence and existential understanding. 

In Being and Time Heidegger develops hermeneutics into a 

fundamental ontology, indeed he sees 'hermeneutic' interpretation and 

understanding as essential modes of 'Daseins' (Man's) being-in-the-world. 

Understanding then is the means through which man forms a coherent picture 

of himself and his place in the world. Through understanding our individual 

relationship with the world comes to be the horizon in which we live. The 

process is therefore possessed of an 'existentiality' (Existenzialitat) 

Heidegger holds that central to such understanding is the 

hermeneutic circle. In this circle man possesses a for.s-structure. 

'This fore structure is constituted firstly by a fore-having, 
that is we always already understand something in terms 
ofQtotality, some whole or particular context. Interpre
tation is grounded in something we have in advance, but 
this understanding has the character of being veiled. It 
is unveiled in the appropriation of things under the guidance 
of a point of view. Thus interpretation is also grounded in 
a fore-sight in terms of which we see something from a parti
cular point of view. Insofar as we have this fore-having 
and fore-sight, having 'set our sights' in a certain direction, 
we do also conceive of the thing in a definite way. Inter
pretation is therefore grounded in a fore-conception, in some-
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thing we grasp in advance •••••• All understanding and 

interpretation therefore operates within a circle -

the hermeneutic circle of understanding. It is clear 

that this circle is the "expression of the existential 

fore-structure of Oasein itself" and it is the condition 

for the possibility of understanding anything at all'. (13) 

In order to arrive at that which is hidden in the circle, 'a 

positive possibility of the most primordial kind of knowing', (14) it is 

necessary to be aware of the prejudices and bias contained within our 

individual fore-structure and attempt to establish a dialogue with that 

which is being investigated without imposing our views completely on the 

matter - as Gandhi might possibly have done while reading Unto This Last. 

What is therefore needed, in the very real sense in which MQrtin Buber 

used the term, is an 'I-Thou'relationship. One should attempt to relate to 

all things in this way ie. one should treat both a text and a fellow human 

being as subjects in their own right without having to 'objectify' that 

which is being investigated. Only in this way may a Socratic dialogue 

develop, a dialogue which allows for self-awareness. 

Indeed within the very act of understanding one should also 

be engaged in self-understanding. Being aware of a per5onal fore-structure 

when approaching another subject one should be open enough to be prepared 

to amend the original presuppositions in the light of that which has been 

gained from the subject presented -this was indeed the very dynamic behind 

the intellectual development of Satyagraha. 

Within the hermeneutic circle, however, a further circle as 

involved in the process of amending the fore-structure. 

'This other circle, to which previous hermeneutic 

thinkers referred, is implicit in Heidegger's 
characterisation of understanding, and it may be 

called the parts/whole hermeneutic circle. Godamer 

has spelled out the parts/whole relationship as 
follows: "The anticipation of meaning in which 

the whole is envisaged becomes explicit under
standing in that the parts, that determined by the 

whole, themselves also determine this whole." 
'The two circles mutually reinforce each other. 
For every act of historical understanding is at 
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once a movement between present and past, that is between 

fore-structure and that being investigated, as well as a 

movement between parts and whole'. (15) 

This hermeneutic phenomenology of Heidegger and his successor 

GQdamer, must not however be seen as the only representation of this parti

cular philosophy. Indeed it was largely in reaction to what was interpreted 

as the extreme relativism in the Heidegger's approach that further branches 

of the philosophy developed. The contemporary representatives of these 

branches are the Italian legalist, Emlio Betti, and the American Literay 

Critic, E.D. Hirsh. The current debate however, Lehmann contends, is 

essentially plagued by a fundamental misconception of the differing scope 

and purposes of hermeneutics. Betti, who sees himself more strictly within 

the Schleiermacher/Dilthey tradition, is concerned with the need for a 

foundational discipline for the Geisteswissenschaften. E.D. Hirsh's 

interest is in determining a set of philological principles of inter

pretation; he holds that an objectively valid interpretation based on the 

author's original intention is realisable. Both scholars are criticising 

the existential 'subjectivity' of Godamer's philosophy, indicating that such 

a philosphy fails to discrimate between correct and incorrect interpretations. 

Is the objection altogether valid? 

Hans-Georg GQdamer, a Heidelberg philospher and former student 

of Heidegger's, has presented a more complete hermeneutic theory - one 

that devotes considerable discussion to the interpretative disciplines and 

yet incorporates Heidegger's account of understanding and the hermeneutic 

circle (15) - a theory which appears to invalidate the objections raised by 

both Betti and Hirsh. 

In discussing Gadamer's thinking an appropriate vantage part 

from which to commence the discussion is recognition of the fact that for 

Gadamer hermeneutics is not a science, consequently its intention is not 

as Betti would have it - the presentation of an appropriate doctrine of 



criticism. Hermeneutics i5 a philosphy, and while it might well have 

practical applications, it concern is essentially an inter-disciplinary 

one - self-reflection and the acquisition of knowledge. How is this 

possible? 

B. 

For Gudamer the implied Rankean mastery of the present over 

the past is untendable. The present is never in an all knowing position -

the interpreter then is in a similar position. One stands within a parti

cular Wirkungsgeschite. For Ga.darner every text has a particular wirkung, 

effect, which is an important constituent of its meaning. The history and 

tradition of this effect is the Wirkungsgeschite, from which grows and 

develops an individual understanding of the text. Consciousness of this 

tradition and one's place within it is, for Gudamer, the basis from which 

to develop a dialogue with the text. 

Having become conscious of one's basic historicity the inter

preter exercises self-reflection in gaining a sense of the influence of one's 

background and tradition on one's present thinking - just as Gandhi's 

previous reading of the Gita coloured his reading of the Bible. His is then 

in a position to interpret, or understand, the text - for Gudamer all under

standing includes interpretation. 

Contrary to the objections of his critics GQdamer does not hold 

that all resulting interpretations are equally valid. Rather the degree of 

self-consciousness, the openness, with which the interpreter encounters the 

text will ultimately determine the acceptability of the particular inter

pretation. Allied herewith is Gudamer's version of contextualism, 

'which holds that the interpretive understanding is con
ditioned by preunderstandings arising out of the situation 

of the interpreter. These preunderstandings can be made 

conscious by the interpreter insofar as he wants to defend 

the appropriateness of his understanding and to justify the 

legitimacy of his interpretation. But since such self
reflection can never lead to clarificate if all the preunder

standings, all interpretation must remain partial and 

contextual.' (17) 
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Further one must ask if a particular interpretation opens up new lines of 

thought and new avenues of inquiry - that is, is it productive or not? 

Godamer's work does not therefore fall into extreme relativism as Hirsh 

contends. 

Rather than projecting his own subjectivity onto the text the 

dialogue between the interpreterQnd. the text, or indeed between two indivi

duals, should essentially be of the I-Thou variety mentioned earlier, where 

each participant actually attempts to follow what the other is saying. 

G~damer comments: 

"'What emerges in truth is the logos, and this is 
neither yours or mine, but rather exceeds the sub
jective opinion of the partners in the discussion."t1B) 

In a sense this was the nature of Satyagraha. 

Traditional epistemology held that involved in the process of 

interpretation were three seperate experiences subtilitas intelligendi, 

the understanding of the text; subtilitas explicandi, the explication; and 

finally subtilitas applicandi, application. Gadamer's hermeneutics however 

fuses intelligendi and explicandi. Further, contary to the line of hermeneu

tic descent from Schleiermacher to Hirsh, he contends that application is 

"the central problem of all hermeneutics". (19). All understanding includes 

'application', indeed, 'the use to which the achieved understanding could 

be put ••• would follow self-evidently! (20). This point should not how

ever be interpreted as the application of theoretical constructs to practi

cal situations. Rather, given Gadamer's emphasis on a concrete, temporal

historical situation, it is a matter of seeing what is happening in a 

situation and subsequently what is to be done. Indeed for Gadamer the 

relationship between understanding and praxis is an inextricable one; as 

was to be exemplified in the work of Gandhi. 

With regard to his particular rendering of the notion of 

application Gadamer looks to Aristotle for his inspiration. Apart from the 
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obvious connection between Aristotle's practical philosophy and Gadamer's 

hermeneutics - both are rooted in the theory of m:;axis, moral action and 

understanding respectively - the two theories are connected at a deeper 

level. In his Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle distinguishes between Episteme 

per se and phronesis. For Aristotle the realm of phronesis (practical 

wisdom) is not that of knowing that which is universal and eternally con

stant, rather this is the realm of §!.E_isteme. Phronesis is concerned 

essentially with a synthesis between knowledge of principles and that which 

is perceptional within a given situation. Such perception involves careful 

reasoning and deliberation as distinct from intuition - satyagraha in 

the light of Gandhi's intellectual heritage, was clearly such a synthesis. 

'For Gadamer, understanding is like phronesis in that 
it is a matter not only of reflection but also of per
ception and experience. The phenomenon of practical 
wisdom shows that in understanding in general, thought 
and action (or in hermeneutical terms, the subtilitas 
intelligendi and the subtilitas applicandi) are not 
completely separate moments but are dialectically 
united in the very act of understanding'. (21) 

Given this theorectical background one may now examine the 

actual historical development of Gandhi's intellect. 
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[)-IAPTER ONE 

'I say that that search for God was not reasoning, but 

a feeling, because that search proceeded not from the 

cause of my thoughts - it was even directly contrary 

to them - but proceeded from the heart. It was a 
feeling of fear, orphanage, isolation in a strange land, 

and a hope of help from someone'. 

(L.N. Tolstoy,My Confession, p.62) 

12. 

Having been turned off the train travelling from Durban to 

Charlestown in the winter of 1895 a young Indian lawyer - Mohandas 

Karamchand Gandhi - a proud and loyal son of the Empire, spent a cold night 

at Pietermaritzburg Station debating his future. On this night he made a 

decision which, in retrospect, was to have dire consequences for the future 

development of the South African racial question, and, ultimately, shake the 

very foundations of the British Empire itself. Writes Gandhi of the 

experience: 

'I began to think of my duty. Should I fight for my 
rights or go back to India, or should I go to Pretoria 
without minding the insults, and return to India after 

finishing the case? It would be cowardice to run back 
to India without fulfilling my obligations. The hard

ship to which I was subjected was superficial - only 
a symptom of the deep disease and suffer hardships in 

the process. Redress for wrongs I should seek only to 
the extent that would be necessary for the removal of 

colour prejudice' • ( 1) 

Duty triumphed. Despite further haressment on the stage 

coach between Charlestown and Standerton Gandhi continued to Pretoria to 

take up the case of Dada Abdullah for which reason he had originally come 

to Southern Africa. Gandhi, having completed this assignment, committed 

himself for the next twenty years of his life to the project of 'rooting 

out the disease of colour prejudice'. It is his intellectual development 

during this period, this 'apprenticeship of a Mahatma', (2) that is of 

concern in this discussion. Before it is possible, however, to examine 

this intellectual development between 1893 and 1914 it is necessary to 
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consider the first twenty four years of his life, his brahamacarya asrama 

the period of discipline and education in the ideal life of a Hindu (3) -

for it is during this period that he developed the particular fore

structure with which he came to South Africa to take up the cause of the 

'helots of the Empire'. (4) 

In the bustling town of Porbandar in the Rajkot Peninsula of 

British India on the 2 October 1869 to Karamchand Gandhi, Prime Minister of 

Porbandar, Rajkot and Wankaner, and his 'fourth and last wife Putlibai' 

was born their 'fourth and last child - Mohandas Karamchand'. (5). The 

Gandhi family were members of the Vaisyas caste - the third division of 

farmers and merchants - and Vaishnavites in worship. It was in this world 

that Gandhi first exercised his intellectual abilities. 

While Gandhi was unable to recall any perceptibly strong 

influence during his early formative years an influence there must certainly 

have been. The world about him with which he reacted appears to have been 

dominated by his mother's piety and religious thinking. His mother, 

belonging to a Hindu sect with rigid attitudes to sex, alcohol and tobacco 

(attitudes greatly influenced by Islamic philosophy), encouraged Gandhi to 

pay regular visits to the temple of the god Vishnu, the Preserver, a four 

armed deity mounted on the man-bird Garuda. The Vaishanites held that 

through bhakti (devotion) intense love and personal subjugation, the 

worshiper, regardless of his rank and culture,would find God accessible to 

him. 

Despite this religious environment however the young boy 

appeared unconvinced by the latent truths within the religion of his family. 

Indeed he very soon strayed out of the pasture altogether. Due to the 

encouragement of a Muslim friend Gandhi fell prey to the popularized belief 

that to eat meat was a patriotic duty. He therefore ate goats' flesh with 

bread. Furthermore he had been tempted to visit a brothel and later sinned 



14. 

further by taking a piece of gold from his brother's armlet. 

Particularly conscious of the wrong he had done Gandhi wrote 

a confession to his father who, through the 'beatitude of forgiveness, 

gave him his first inkling of Ahimsa' (6) 

A further experience which was to have a profound influence 

on Gandhi later in his life was the death of his father. At the age of 

thirteen the young Mohandas married his life long and faithful friend, 

Kasturbai, who, like Sophia Tolstoy, remains unfortunately an unsung 

heroine in the life of a great man. At first however the relationship was 

far from that Platonic ideal of mutual respect and love that was cultivated 

in their later lives. Gandhi, at fourteen, was both jealous and desirous of 

Kasturbai and it was while having intercourse with his pregnant wife that 

his father, whom he was supposed to be nursing, died. His father's death 

affected Gandhi greatly. He had been particularly close to his father and 

it is from him that he owes his initial political training. Kasturbai's 

child died shortly thereafter and the remorseful Gandhi blamed himself for 

both deaths. 

The experience however awakened within him a religious quest 

which soon led him into reading a particularly favourite piece of litera

ture of his father's and indeed of the whole of Sind, the Ramayana. Gandhi 

also began paying heed to the religious philosophies of the variety of 

people that visited the family home. These included Muslims, Parsees and 

Jains. In particular he turned to a young Jain monk who was a dear friend 

of his mother's, Becharji Swarrni. The young monk introduced Gandhi to two 

fundamental tenets of Jainu thought - Ahimsa and the institution of vows. 

During this period he also read the Hindu law-book of Manu, which, he 

indicates, despite emphasising the centrality of truth in all morality, 

inclined him towards atheism. On his reaction to reading the Hindu play 

Harishchandra Gandi writes: 'To follow truth and to go through all the 
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ideals Harishchandra went through was the one ideal it inspired in me'. (7) 

Already religion was subordinated to Truth. 

Gandhi himself was about to go through some of those 'ordeals', 

for on the 4 September 1888 he embarked on the s.s. Clyde en route to England, 

the mother of an Empire of which he was a very conscious member. He had had 

to swear an oath to Swami Becharji and to his mother that while in foreign 

lands he would not partake of meat, wine and women - thanks to the Ramayana 

and Harishchandra Gandhi was determined to keep his word. Despite the vows 

however in Bombay he was officially expelled from the Modh Bania sub-caste 

to which the family belonged. (8) 

It was in England that the young Indian, caste-less and 

religion-less - by this stage Gandhi appeared to be a definite agnostic 

commenced his actual intellectual training, and in so doing set out to 

become "more English than an Englishman". ( 9) 

Having enrolled at the Inner Temple Gandhi was soon thrown 

into the 'vegetarian' circle of London. He never last interest in dietry 

experimentation and health which was initially kindled after reading Henry 

Stephen Salt's A Plea for Vegetariarism. At this time health was the 

primary motive for his experimentation and Salt's reasoned argument appealed 

directly to Gandhi. 'From the date of reading this book (Salt's), I may 

claim to have become a vegetarian by choice'. (10) Despite reading further 

books on vegetarianism Gandhi did not confine himself to such reading. The 

vegetarians of London were closely connected with the radical ideas of the 

Fabian Society and Madame Blavatsky's Theosophical Society. In late 1890 

Gandhi formally joined the London Vegetarian Society and was soon voted on 

to its committee. In this capacity, and given the connection with the other 

radical groups, Gandhi was soon immersed in the set in which G.B. Show and 

G.K. Chesterton both received an education. In this group he was introduced 

to the ideals of non-violence and civil disobedience latent within the works 
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of Shelley and Thoreau, as well as the work of Ruskin and even Whitman. 

It was also from this set that he received a reintroduction 

to the literature of his own religion. He was presented with an English 

translation of the Bhagavad Gita by Sir Edwin Arnold. Describing the affect 

the book had on him to the Reverend Joseph Doke, Gandhi commented: 

"'The ~ opened to me", he said, "a new view of life. 
It touched my spirit as perhaps it can only touch a 
child of the East; I had found at last, as I believed, 
the light I needed". 1 

( 11) 

what was particularly appealing to Gandhi, involved as he was with the con

flict between the free love advanced by the followers of Shelley and the 

neo-puritanism of the Tolstoy mould then raging within his circle, were 

the following lines from the~: 

'"If one 
Ponders on objects of the sense, there springs 
Attraction; from attraction grows desire, 
Desire flames to fierce passion, passion breeds 
Recklessness; then the memory - all betrayed -
Lets noble purpose go, and saps the mind, 
Till purpose, mind, and man are all undone."'(12) 

The~ did not merely act as a catalyst for his future beliefs on sex and 

love, it also introduced to him the concept of kanna-yoga - the belief that 

salvation was achieved through action. Within the infinite diversity of 

forms which constitute Hinduism it was generally held in the India of 

Gandhi's day that life consisted of four asramas:brahmacarya, garhasthya 

(the life of the householder and active worker), vanaprasthya (retreat and 

the loosening of bonds) and finally sannyasa (the life of the hermit) -

karma-yoga appears to have no place in such a system. Indeed A.C. Bouquet 

suggests that in India: 

'"••• the world-renouncing ascetic is the type univer
sally admired, and his renunciation is in no sense 
altruistic or philanthropic, but is purely self
regarding, since it is every man's business and 
licence to look after his eternal welfare; and to 
be concerned with delivering oneself from the 
generally accepted chain of rebirth, and from the 
cycle of biological existence, is not considered 
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to be a blemish upon one's character. Gandhiji was 
nobly inconsistent when he made unselfish service 
of his fellow-men part of the discipline to which 
he subjected himself in order to free his soul from 
the bonds of the flesh, since self-forgetful service 
of others is a Christian, not a Hindu idea".' (13) 

While there is much justice in this criticism, as is to be discussed later, 

Bouquet fails to recognize the distinct place unselfish service possesses 

within Hindu thought, and more particularly within the Bhagavad-Gita, 

Gandhi himself must have noted this message in the second lesson of the 

Gita, verses 47 - 48 where Krishna says: 

'In works be thine office, in their fruits must it 
never be. Be not moved by the fruits of works; but 
let not attachment to worklessness dwell in thee. 
Abiding under the Rule and casting off attachment, 
0 Wealth-winner, so do thy works, indifferent alike 
whether thou gain or not. Indifference is called 
the Rule'. (14) 

Apart from reading the .fil.!:s Gandhi also read The Light of 

~' a poem on the Buddha by Arnold. These two works rid Gandhi of his 

atheism and brought him more deeply into the Theosophical Society. He 

was particularly influenced by the belief that there is no religion higher 

than Truth and that all religions embody the same Truth as presented in 

Madame Blavatsky's Key to Theosophy. Gandhi however only went so far as 

becoming an associate member of the Theosophical Society saying that 

'With the meagre knowledge of my own religion I do not want to belong to 

any religious body'. (15) 

In 1890 a Christian Vegetarian presented Gandhi with a Bible. 

Despite the fact that 'with the Hindu blind spot toward history he could 

make nothing of the Old Testament' (16) he loved the Sermon on the Mount. 

'••• Sermon on the Mount went straight to my heart. 
I compared it with the Gita. The verses 'But I say 
unto you, that ye resist not evil; but whosoever 
shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the 
other also. And if any man takes away they coat let 
him have thy cloak too', delighted me beyond measure 
and put me i ·1 mind of Shamal Bhatt' s 'For a bowl of 
water, give a goodly meal' etc. My young mind tried 
to unify the teaching of the .fil.!:s. The Light of Asia 
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and the Sermon an the Mount. That sacrifice was the 

highest farm of religion appealed ta me greatly'.(17) 

The Bible thus took its place an the bookshelf of the Gandhi establishment. 

Indeed Malcolm Muggeridge notes that in the small bookshelf in the Gandhi 

museum in Delhi are ta be found his favourite texts - the New Testament and 

the BhagQvad Gita along with two books ta which he was introduced while in 

South Africa, Tolstoy's The Kingdom of Heaven is Within Yau (sic) and 

Ruskin's Unto This Last. (18) 

It was with this fare-structure then that the young Bourgeois 

Gentilhamme arrived in South Africa. Despite the French lessons, the 

elocution lessons, the violin lessons, and the dancing lessons that Gandhi 

had engaged in while in Landan, and despite his English style dress, he was 

still conscious of his dharma, his duty, ta fight race prejudice and root 

out evil. 

Fallowing the proposed dis-enfranchisement of the Indian 

population of Natal in 1894 Gandhi was presuaded ta remain in Natal and ta 

take up the cause of the Indian population. Despite his lack of experience 

in such matters he had already shown some talent far leadership during his 

brief sojourn in Pretoria. On the 28 June 1894 he addressed the first of 

his many petitions ta Lard Ripon calling for the maintenance of the Indian 

franchise. Furthermore during that year he founded the Natal Indian Congress 

based an the model of the Indian National Congress founded some nine years 

before in Bombay. 

During the early years of his stay in South Africa Gandhi 

did not confine himself to political and organizational matters. Indeed 

he continued ta 'experiment with truth' by reading widely and meeting and 

talking with many people of different religious persuasions. On first 

landing in Natal he had made the acquaintance of a number of Christian 

Indians in Durban, and in particular that of the court interpreter, 

Mr Paul - a Raman Catholic. Further \IJhile in Pretoria he had attended the 



prayer meetings of Dada Abdullas's attorney, a certain Mr A.W. Baker -

a Protestant lay preacher, as well as befriending Michael Coates - a 

Quaker. 
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Mr Baker, eager to win over so desirable a convert,invited 

Gandhi to attend a Christian Convention at Wellington. While admiring the 

fervent piety of the worshippers Gandhi was forced to reject the attempt to 

convert him. For him the Christ was a martyr, a symbolic sacrifice, a 

divine teacher, but 'not the most perfect man ever born'. (19) Further

more he could not accept that Christianity alone held the key to salvation. 

Schooled as he had been in Theosophy and Esoteric Christianity the idea of 

rejecting all other religions as false was anathema to him. Indeed he 

readily admitted that he similarly could not elevate Hinduism to so all 

pervading a position. 

He addressed this problem to the poet Raychandbhai. 

Raychandbhai furnished Gandhi with many theological works advising him to 

study his own native religion deeply before submitting himself to any one 

particular faith. For Raychandbhai Gandhi would soon return to the faith 

of his forefathers finding that it suited him best. Gandhi heeded the 

Indian poet's advice and read a variety of works dealing with Hindu theo

logy. These works included Panchikaran, Manirathamala, Mumukshu Prakaron 

of Yogavasishtha, and Haribhadra Suri's Shaddarshana - Samuchchaya. 

Gandhi did not however confine his reading to the sacred 

works of Hinduism. He had maintained his acquaintance with his London 

companions, and was soon reading books sent by them. Max Muller's book, 

India - What can it teach us? he found particularly interesting reading, 

which, together with a translation of the Upanishads, 'enhanced my regard 

for Hinduism and its beauties began to grow upon me'. (20) He read Sale's 

translation of the~ and began reading other works on Islam. 

Added to this growing outreaching and searching was Edward 



Maitland's The New Interpretation of the Bible, and a further book fur

nished by Maitland, Anna Kingsford's The Perfect Way. 

'About these Gandhi was more excited than he ever cared 
to recall afterwards. The Perfect Way is, in fact, the 
only book which can be proved from contemporary evidence 
to have struck him as being The Answer. It ought to be 
the key to his religious development, the most signifi
cant thing about it is that it is not'. (21) 

Anna Kingsford's work was a rejection of institutionalized Christianity. 

20. 

Rather she attempted a synthesis between the fundamental truths of Christianity 

and those of the other great world religions, believing that it was only in 

this synthesis that one could really understand the inner life of the human 

soul. Initially Gandhi was most enthusiastic about the work as he himself 

was attempting some sort of religious synthesis, eventually however he 

found the views of Kingsford lacking in any practical applicability. 

Gandhi's enthusiasm is noted in the fact that he set himself up as Durban 

agent for the Esoteric Christian Union, as well as the London Vegeterian 

Society and in a letter to the Natal Mercury dated 26 November 1894, 

advertising The Perfect Way he wrote: 

""The system of thought expounded by the books advertised 
is ••• a system of religion which teaches universality ••• 
In that system there is no reviling Mohomed or Buddha ••• 
it reconciles the other religions with Christianity which, 
in the opinion of the authors, is nothing but one mode 
(among many) of the presentation of the same eternal truth".' (22) 

Gandhi did not however confine his quest for truth to mere 

book learning. Apart from a single meeting with Cardinal Manning while in 

London, as well as attending an Anglican church service at which he was 

forced to sit in the vestibule because of his race (23) Gandhi had had 

little experience of the established Christian churches. In April 1895 

however he visited the Trappist Monastry at Marionnhill, Pinetown. He was 

deeply impressed by what he saw. The obvious charity and self sacrifice 

of the community as well as their practice of Vegetarionisn encouraged him 

in later life to model his Ashrams on the Trappist example. (Ashe notes 
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that the historic Ashram at Sabarmati is 'in a sense, a daughter house of 

Mariannhil'.(24)) He readily identified with their creed of service to God 

through service to humanity enshrined in their motto 'Ora et labora' 

\•Wherever we went a beaming smile and a lowly bow 

greeted us •• a better instance of undying faith and 

perfect, implicit obedience could not be found anywhere 

else. If this be Roman Catholicism, everything said 

about it is a lie~.• (25) 

During this time Gandhi fell upon the work of "that great 

leader whom I have long looked upon as one of my guides". (26) After his 

initial experience of reading Tolstoy's 'The Kingdom of God is within you 

Gandhi soon read more of his books - What shall we do then?; Gospels in 

Brief; The Four Gospels Harmonized and Translated among others. The effect 

was instantaneous, here at last was a fellow traveller grappling with 

almost the identical problems with which Gandhi was concerned. Here was a 

man whose life embodied karma-yoga, a man who did more than merely dabble in 

theology who did more than preach Christianity, who actually attempted to 

live out his beliefs. Gandhi had found the texts through which he could 

establish that I-Thou relationship out of which something new and unique 

was to develop - Satyagraha. 

Uke the Levin of his masterpiece Anna Karenina Leo Totstoy, 

in the years following its publication, was experiencing the anguished 

doubts about the meaning of life. In 1879 his spiritual crisis reached its 

apex. The teachings of Christ 'he now held' contained for him the meaning 

of life. The meaning was particularly apparent in the Sermon on the Mount. 

For Tolstoy the Christianity of this Sermon was not some cold unassailable 

creed, some mystical doctrine, whose principle function was to illicit 

unreserved devotion to a cause through which one achieved personal salvation. 

He saw it instead as an entire conception of life. A conception which 

demanded of the believer that he strive with all his being to live out the 

philosophical, moral and social doctrine inherent within Christianity. By 



living the Christ-like life not only does one transfonn one's own life 

but ultimately the entire fabric of society. He notes: 

'Just as if bees, when the swann was ready to rise, 
were to decide that it would be too long a process if 
they waited for each bee to spread its wings and rise 
separately, and that some means must be devised where-
by the swann may rise all at once, whenever it pleases. 
But that is impossible. Not until the first, second, 
third and hundredth bee has unfolded its wings and 
flown away can the swann take flight and find for itself 
a new home. Not until each individual man adapts the 
Christian-life conception, and begins to live in con
fonnity with its precepts, will the contradictions of 
human life be solved, and new fonns of life become 
established •• ' (27) 

22. 

The central precepts of the Sennon on the Mount, "Love the 

Lord thy1 God with all thy heart and with all thy soul, and with all thy 

mind and thy neighbour as thyself" were for Tolstoy crucial injunctions. 

For him it followed logically that all men are equal, and therefore all 

should be free from racial hatred, and patriotism should be abolished. 

"Thou shalt not kill" leads to a rejection of all wars and of capital 

punishment, and, for Tolstoy, the advocating of vegetarianism. The above 

quotation, in conjunction with the command against swearing, led him to a 

rejection of the entire Judicial system and ultimately a rejection of the 

concept of state, based as it is on governmental force. "Take up thy cross 

and follow me" and the parable about the man who stored away riches for the 

future are interpreted by Tolstoy as a call for the abolition of all fonns 

of private ownership and the establishment of a Christian communal life. 

Given this new found interpretation of holy scripture Tolstoy presented his 

creed as follows: 

,ar believe that my welfare in the world will only be 
possible when all rrien fulfill Christ's teaching. 
I believe that the fulfillment of that teaching is 
possible, easy, and joyful. 
I believe that before that teaching is universally 
followed, even were I alone in fulfilling it, there 
is still nothing for me to do to save my life from 
inevitable ruin but to fulfil that teaching, just as 
there is no alternative way of escape from a burning 
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house for a man who has found the door leading to 
safety •• 
I believe that this teaching confers blessedness 
on all humanity, saves me from inevitable destruction, 
and gives me here the greatest possible welfare. 
Therefore I cannot but accept it~' (28) 

Gandhi too, on reading the above, felt that he could not but 

accept it, in his own way of course. Both men, although questing after 

similar truths had started from vastly different truths. The one felt he 

had to rid himself of the dogmatic and superfluous tradition of orthodox 

Christianity, the other a Hindu, who felt that if Hinduism was to be 

accepted it to had to deal sympathetically and intelligently with the 

excesses of Hinduism found for example in the doctrine of untouchability, 

the ban against the remarriage of widows and the general 'touch-me-not

ism' which pervaded the faith of his forefathers. (2~) 

Clearly therefore Gandhi's horizon with which he approached 

Tolstoy's work included elements of Hinduism which he felt were indispen

sible and could not be rejected out of hand. Rebirth, the transmigration 

of souls, personal and impersonal aspects of God, personal immortality and 

the institution of vows, so vehemently rejected by Tolstoy, were readily 

embraced by Gandhi - schooled as he was in Vaishnavitism and the teachings 

of the Jainist. monk in his childhood. 

On one point however Gandhi exhibited a complete empathy 

with Tolstoy's thinking. For the great sage of Yasnaya Polyana all 

religions had the same fundamental principles. For Tolstoy, and later for 

Gandhi, the most fundamental of these principles was Truth. On the night 

of 7 November 1910 at Astapovo station, in the words of Isaiah Berlin, 

"a desperate old man, beyond human aid, wandering self-blinded at Colonus"(3o) 

called his son, Sergei, to his side, and said his last words "Truth •••• 

I love much". ( 31) 

This passion for truth, embodied as it was in a ceaseless 

striving after perfection led Tolstoy, as it was to do for Gandhi, up many 
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avenues - both lives became 'The Story of my experiment with Truth' 

Tolstoy, following his conversion, began emptying his own chamber pot (an 

example which was to lead to a moment of violent conflict between Gandhi 

and Kasturbai); he cleaned his own clothes and shoes and soon learned the 

art of boot-making. In 1884 he gave up his much beloved hunting; in 1887 he 

abstained from drinking alcohol and eating meat; in 1888 he gave up tobacco 

and finally in 1892 he gave up tea. Furthermore in his convincingly artistic 

study of jealousy and the sexual mores of his society presented in the 

Kreutzer Sonata (1889) he advocated the ideal of absolute chastity - an ideal 

which he felt should not only be followed by the. unmarried but married couples 

too, in their quest for perfection, should direct their lives towards the 

accomplishment of this end. 

For Tolstoy spiritual training was vitally important. Referring 

to an old Hebrew proverb he stated: 

111The soul of man is the lamp of God". Man is a weak and 
miserable animal until the light of God burns in his soul. 
But when that light burns (and it burns only in souls 
enlightened by religion) man becomes the most powerful 
being in the World. Nor can this be otherwise, for what 
then acts in him is no longer his strength, but it is the 
strength of God".' ( 32) 

This doctrine, the soul force for which Tolstoy had been striving, was to 

reach its fruition in the Transvaal, 

'which seems to be far away from the centre of our world, 
is yet the most fundamental and most important to us 
supplying the most weighty practical proof in which the 
world can now share and with which must participate not 
only the Christians but all the peoples of the world'.(33) 

Pyarelal comments that 'Tolstoy's teachings penetrated the 

very care and matrix of his (Gandhi's) being. (34) This indeed it appeared 

to do. While Gandhi was later to draw heavily on ancient Hindu texts in 

order to systematise his spiritual thinking his initial experience of Tolstoy 

was overwhelming and the truths of the great Russian remained forever an 

indelable part of his political, social and religious thinking. Tolstoy's 
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influence permeated Gandhi's thinking on art, on science, on progress and 

indeed on civilization itself. 

"Tolstoy", observed G.F. Kenan, "is the founder of Gandhism".(35) 

In the very real sense of having supplied him with his spiritual moorings, 

of having appeared in word at the opportune moment in Gandhi's life the above 

is not an exaggeration. Religious uncertainty no longer troubled Gandhi. 

He accepted that one could just as readily live the Christian life without 

necessarily having to give up the religion of one's forefathers. For Gandhi 

Hinduism and Christianity had identical goals, the persuit of truth. As 

Tolstoy himself observed: 

~"Take away the Church, the traditions, the Bible and 
even Christ himself, the ultimate fact of man's know
ledge of goodness that is of God, directly through 
reason and conscience will be clear and certain as 
ever and it will be seen that we are dealing with 
truths that can never perish-truths humanity can 
never afford to part with".' (36) 

Gandhi had completed a hermeneutic circle and was about to commence another. 
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a-JAPTER TWO 

'The consciousness of the error in reasonable knowledge 
helped me to free myself from the temptation of idle 
ratiocination. The conviction that knowledge of truth 
can only be found by living led me to doubt the right
ness of my life; but I was saved only by the fact that 
I was able to tear myself from my exclusiveness and see 
the real life of the plain working people, and to under
stand that it alone is real life. I understand that if 
I wish to understand life and its meaning, I must not live 
the life of a parasite, but must live a real life, and 
taldng the meaning given to life by real humanity and 
merging myself in that life-verify it.' 

(L.N. Tolstoy, My Confession, p.61) 
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Gandhi had not been devoting his time to religious speculation 

alone,indeed far from it. Gandhi in the 1890's was still very much con

cerned with the political position of the South African Indians. Religion 

had not yet assumed that all pervading influence it was to have in later 

life. He had not yet realised the tremendous strength behind religion as a 

force for social change and was still directing his campaign for the better

ment of the position of the Indian in an extremely orthodox and unoriginal 

manner. 

From Beach Grove Villa, Durban, Gandhi issued his 'Appeal to 

the Britons of South Africa', in which he castigated the colonists for their 

'unfriendliness and hatred towards the Indians' (1), pointing out that 

'Such a policy is repugnant to the British Constitution 
and the British sense of justice and fairplay, and above 
all hateful to the spirit of Christianity which is pro
fessed by the objectors to the Indian Franchise' (2) 

Such an objection however was to no avail and if anything it merely exaccer

bated racial hatred. The Christianity of the 'Christians' and the 'Christian 

life - conception' of Gandhi were worlds apart and no 'Bombay wallah' (3) was 

to tell the Europeans otherwise. 

In 1896 Gandhi returned to India to tell of the iniquities being 

suffered by their bretheren in Southern Africa and to see his family who were 
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to return to Natal with him. While in India he published a pamphlet, the 

so called 'green pamphlet', entitled 'The Grievances of the British Indians 

in South Africa, in which he detailed their sufferings. Despite the fact 

that he had not'said, whilst in India, a word about the whites in Natal that 

I had not already said in Natal itself. And I had ample evidence in support 

of all I had said' (4), the colonists' ire, on hearing extracts out of 

context from Reuter, was immediately raised. 

Furthermore the returning Gandhi on the Courland, with its 

sistership the Naderi, was accompanied, by a coincidence that was unfortu

nate for Gandhi, by four hundred free Indian passengers. In reaction to 

both Gandhi and the free-Indians anti-Indian societies, the European Pro

tective Association and the Colonial Patriotic Union, were formed with the 

sole intention of preventing the Indians from disembarking. Given this 

vociferous and emotive reaction the Natal Government used the quarantine 

clause to keep the Indians on board their ships which had anchored in Durban 

harbour on the 18 December 1896. 

Reporting on Dr. McKenzie's resolution at the Protest Meeting 

against the Indians on the eight of the 4 January 18gj' the Natal Mercury 

points to the intense hatred and racial bigotry directed against Gandhi; 

'Mr Gandhi had gone away to drag our reputation in the 
gutters of India, and he had painted Natal as black as 
his own skin (laughter and hear, hear), and this was 
called, in Indian parlance, the honourable and manly 
return for the hospitality that has been extended to 
him by the Colony, which he has abused •••• Mr Gandhi 
had come to this colony to take everything which was 
fair and good, and he had gone out of it to black-
guard the hospitality with which he had been indulged. 
They would teach Mr Gandhi that they had read from 
his actions that he was not satisfied with what they 
had given him and wanted something more. They would 
give him something more (laughter).' (5) 

It was the colonists however who were soon the 'blackguards'. The incident 

following Gandhi's landing on 13 January, Gandhi had blows and rotten fruit 

directed against him, was described by the Natal Mercury on the 15 January as 



'an undignified and unmanly act, an act repugnant to 3•• 
British ideas of physical fairplay as it was really 

injurous to the cause everyone had so much at heart'(6) 

For Gandhi however the incident was a milestone. It was he, 

not some of the colonists, who acted in 'an honourable and manly' manner. 

Despite the offer by the Natal Government to prosecute those offenders who 

had maltreated him, Harry Escombe noted in his speech before the Legislatu~e 

on 25 March 1897, 

'Mr Gandhi wrote a letter to the Government and in-

fonned them that the fault was entirely his own •• 
and he expressly hoped that no further proceedings 

would be taken in respect of the matter, because he 

believed that the people were under a misapprehension'.(r) 

Here was a Gandhi who was actually attempting to exercise his 

beliefs about violence and force. He was practising what he had preached 

in a speech during a Christmas party on board ship (about 'Tolstoyan 

intransigence' (a)), Christ's words which had had so great an effect on him 

while reading the New Testament, and reinforced in the works of Tolstoy, 

must have rung in his ears: 'Resist not evil'. 

Gandhi did not sit back however on the laurels of his new 

gained popularity amongst the Indian population. He immediately commenced 

the raising of funds for a relief committee set up to help the famine victims 

of India. The position of the local Indians again occupied his time. He 

repeatedly addressed letters and petitions to the Natal Legislative and to 

Chamberlain in the Colonial office objecting to the numerous burdens born 

by the Indian colonists - in particular the immigration restrictions and the 

licensing bills (s). Gandhi's use of such orthodox means of protest is how

ever indicative of his essential 'Britishness' at this stage - no unconven-

tional fonns of protest were yet contemplated. Furthennore, although 

chiefly concerned with the predicament of Natal Indians, he did also address 

himself to the problems faced by Indians in the Transvaal - an example being 

his vociferous opposition to the proposed transfer of Indians to locations.(10) 
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The Boer War changed the sphere of Gandhi's influence tre-

mendously. During the war itself, despite his sympathy with the Boer cause, 

Gandhi the 'faithful son of the Empire' that he then was, established an 

Indian ambulance corp to do voluntary welfare work amongst the wounded. 

This project was most certainly not one with which Tolstoy would have 

sympathised. Gandhi however was convinced of its merits. For Gandhi 

religion did not yet have that subsersive element which was so strong an 

ingredient in Tolstoy's philosophy. For Tolstoy 

'There is one and only one thing in life in which it is 
granted man to be free, and over which he has full con
trol••• That one thing is tb perceive the truth and 
profess it'. (11) 

All else, for Tolstoy, was superfluous, indeed contrary to God's will. Even 

voluntary work - for warring Imperialists - would have been interpreted as 

such. Gandhi however did not yet share these views, he was still conscious 

of his dharma, his duty. He was a pround member of the British Empire and 

felt that if he expected to share the fruits of that empire his duty was to 

come to its defence in its time of need. 

Furthermore one must also bare in mind that Gandhi was very 

much in the spotlight of the political stage amongst the Indian community 

in South Africa. Despite all his sincerity it would be difficult to deny 

that he saw here an opportunity to make political gains. The scion of four 

generations of politicians, prime ministers no less, had an undeniable 

political acumen. In his Autobiography he himself notes: 

'Our humble work was at the moment much applauded,and 
Indians' prestige was enhanced••• "We are sons of 
Empire after all". (12) 

A further opportunity was provided to show this devotion to 

the Empire on the occasion of the death of H.M. the Queen. Gandhi, on 

behalf of the whole Indian community laid a wreath on her statue in Durban. 

On the 18 October 1901 he returned to India convinced that the condition of 
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his South African countrymen would improve dramatically, given their 

obvious loyalty to Queen and Empire. 

His stay in India however was cut short when the Indians of 

Natal and the Transvaal appealed to him to return to lead their delegation 

to Joseph Chamberlain during his impending visit to South Africa. Gandhi 

failed to get adequate guarantees from the Secretary of State for the 

colonies. Indeed the Indians' plight deteriorated rather than improved 

particularly in the Transvaal with its newly developed Asian department. 

On his return from India Gandhi became increasingly conscious 

of the need for an independent Indian press. Such an idea was not unique in 

Natal but it was Gandhi who set the wheels in motion and on the 4 June 1903 

the first copy of Indian Opinion appeared on sale. For Gandhi the future 

programme of the journal was clear, in the issue of? January 1904, he noted: 

'Our duty is plain: we desire to serve the community and 
in our humble way to serve the Empire. We believe in the 
righteousness of the cause which it is our privilege to 
espouse. We have an abiding faith in the mercy of •• God'.(13) 

The cause which Gandhi espoused was indeed beginning to take 

shape. In 1903 Gandhi was an extremely prooperous and sought after lawyer. 

His dress was that of an English gentleman and his home that of a well

established white colonist. On being presented with a copy of John Ruskin's 

Unto This Last by a young Jewish lawyer, Henry Polak destined to become a 

faithful servant and a loyal friend, Gandhi's entire life style changed. He 

had lived a life in India in an anti-materialist Hindu style in which the 

Ashram was an important part; He was familiar with the anti-capitalist, 

anti-bourgeois values of the radical set with which he had associated while 

in London; he had seen at first hand the idyllic lifestyle of the Trappist 

monks; he had read of Tolstoy's renunciation of wealth and his condemnation 

of any form of ownership; however it was Ruskin's work,despite Ashe's 

objection that he misread it (1t), which actually induced him to change his 



lifestyle. Writing on his experiences on reading the book he comments: 

'The book was impossible to lay aside, once I had 
begun it. It gripped me ••• I could not get any 
sleep that night. I determined to change my life 
in accordance with the ideals of the book •• I 
believe that I discovered some of my deepest 
convictions reflected in this great book of 
Ruskin's, and that is why it so captured me and 
made me transform my life' • (15) 
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In the Gujarati version, which Gandhi afterwards composed and 

entitled Sarvodaya (general good), he presented the three ma~ims which he 

felt were central to Ruskin's work: 

1 
1. That the good of the individual is contained 
in the good of all. 
2. That a lawyer's work has the same value as 
the barber's, inasmuch as all have the same 
right of earning their livelihood from their 
work. 
3. That the life of labour, ie. the life of 
the tiller of the soil and the handicraftsman, 
is a life worth living.' (1G) 

For Gandhi the logical consequence of Ruskin's work was 

agrarian communism. Given his quest for Truth Gandhi was forced to accept 

the consequence. After consulting a friend and loyal supporter, Mr West, 

Gandhi purchased Phoenix settlement. Having put Indian Opinion onto a 

co-operative basis he proceeded to direct the transfer to Phoenix during 

the months of October and November 1904. Prior to the establishment of 

Totstoy Farm Phoenix acted as spiritual home to all those committed to 

the Indian cause and, increasingly, to Gandhi's philosophy. At most a 

dozen families were working and living, on a communal basis, a life of 

harmony some fourteen miles outside of Durban. 

Phoenix also supplied Gandhi with the chance to put many of 

his experiments into practice. At first the motive was purely mundane 

one of reducing expenses. With the aid of How to Launder he tried washing 

his own clothes. Adolf Just's Return to Nature encouraged him to experi

ment with eating only fruit and nuts. Furthermore Just's book finally 



rid him of Eno's Fruit Salts, he preferred instead to practise earth 

treatment in an effort to rid himself of his constipation. He had 

already practised natural methods - while in India his son Manilal had 

recovered from a fever thanks to hydropathy, a recovering which Gandhi 

interpreted as a sign of God's grace. He now spent thirty-five minutes 
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a day washing. a period during which he gradually learnt the Gita by heart. 

It soon become the light to the path he was to follow. 

Gandhi's relations with his immediate family were naturally 

also affected by this change in life style. On coming to South Africa 

Gandhi had expected his wife and children to dress and behave in a manner 

appropriate to 'civilized' Parsees. They were expected to wear shoes and 

eat with a knife and fork. This however was Gandhi's bourgeois phase, 

following the change in his own life style he expected his family, in 

accordance with the Hindu belief in the dictatorship of the husband, to 

follow suit. Influenced as he was by the educational philosophy of Madame 

Blavatsky and Leo Tolstoy Gandhi refused to submit his children to an 

educational institution. The children consequently grew up with very little 

in the way of formal education and bitterly regretted the deficiency. 

His relations with his wife too, were often strained. Despite 

her occasional outbursts, in particular over the cleaning of the chamber 

pots of Christian Indians descended from untouchable parents, she remained 

ceaselessly loyal to her slightly eccentric husband. 

Gandhi, although conscious of the fact that his marriage was 

at times a hindrance to his own personal development, he never forsook his 

wife and family. He did not follow the example of Buddha by becoming a 

Sadhur, a holy beggar; nor did he opt for Tolstoy's course of action - on 

finding homelife unbearable he simply departed one cold winter's night. 

His relationship with his wife did however undergo a very perceptible 

change when in 1906 he took the vow of brahmacharya. 



In his Autobiography he notes that it was the Bambatta 

'Rebellion' which acted as the impulse for him to seal with a vow what 
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'I had been observing willy'nilly since 1900' (11). Although only occupy

ing Gandhi and his ambulance corp for six weeks, which he had formed on the 

model and with the same 'intention as the Anglo-Boer one, 

'this brief period proved to be a very important epoch 

in my life. The importance of vows grew upon me more 

clearly than ever before. I realized that a vow, far 

from closing the door to real freedom, opened it ••• 

I realized that in refusing to take vows man was drawn 

into temptation, and that to be bound by a vow was like 

a passage from libertinism to a real monogamous marriage ••• 

"I believe in effort, I do not want to bind myself with 

vows" is the mentality of weakness and betrays a subtle 

desire for the thing ~o be avoided'. (18) 

It was obvious to Gandhi that if he intended making a commitment it would 

have to be a total dedication. Dedication which included mastery of the 

self. Brahmacharya was considered a logical step towards this mastery. 

In the taking of this vow one cannot deny the influence of 

Hinduism, the Gita in particular, in which vows play an important part, 

but what of celibac'/ itself? In his autobiography Gandhi points to the 

influence of Raychandbhai. Ashe adds Madame Blavatsky and the Theosophists. 

However in a letter to Ohan Gopal Mukerjee, dated 7 September 192B, Gandhi 

contends that 

' •• The vow of celibacy was undoubtedly taken after I 

had acquired considerable acquaintance with Totstoy's 

teachings. And, whilst it is as a general statement 

quite true that my life is based upon the teachings 

of the Gita, I would not be able to swear that Tolstoy's 

writings and teachings did not influence my decision 

about celibacy'. (19) 

The event was a crucial one in Gandhi's life. Both out of 

brahmacharya and out the concept of the vow itself he gained that sense 

of freedom, of spiritual release for which he had so long been striving. 

His quarrels with Kasturbhai ceased and instead their relationship changed 

into one of sincere and mutual respect in which Gandhi learned to value 



her firmness and loyalty, at least this is what he contended, Freudians 

would think otherwise. Furthermore: 

'I can now see that all the principal events of my life, 
culminating in the vow of brahamacharya, were secretly 
preparing me for it (Satyagratra)' (20) 
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The vow of brahmacharya also came at an important political 

juncture in Gandhi's life. Since the establishment of a British admini

stration in the Transvaal, Gandhi, with the Indians behind him, had been 

fighting against the attempt to have the Indians transferred to locations. 

Gandhi, prepared as he was for a compromise, only demanded that Indians be 

allowed to trade outside of the locations, if they had done so before the 

Boer War. This Gandhi however was still very much the young bourgeois 

gentleman fighting for the interests of the Indian traders as opposed to 

the entire Indian population, or indeed the entire suppressed population. 

In this regard it is interesting to note that Gandhi was never able to win 

much support from the black citizens of South Africa. The reason perhaps 

is that Gandhi directed his political campaigns against particular issues 

as opposed to the general conditions of the oppressed peoples. This, 

however, does not explain Gandhi's condemnation of the Johannesburg Munici

pality for being responsible for the plague that broke out in Johannesburg 

in March 1904. Gandhi felt that the plague was due to the policy of mixing 

Africans and Indians in the locations: 

1 "About this mixing of the Kaffirs with the Indians I 
must confess, I feel most strongly. I think it is 
very unfair to the Indian population, and it is an 
undue tax even on the proverbial patience of my 
countrymerf. ' ( 21 ) 

After the replacement of Milner by Lord Selborne as High 

Commissioner, on the 21 September 1906 Selborne indicated that he intended 

issuing an ordinance in terms of which all Asian males would have to register 

before 1 January 1907. Those Indians entering the colony after that date 

and who had not registered would have to apply for a permit within eight 



days, furthermore trading licences were to be refused to non-registered 

Indians. The reaction of the Transvaal Indians was immediate and voci

ferous, telegrams and memorials flooded the offices of the governor and 

the colonial secretary. A mass meeting was called for on 11 September 

1906 to discuss the issue. 

The proposed meeting was held on the date intended in the 
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Old Empire Theatre at 2.00 pm. In his opening resolution Gandhi declared: 

'In the event of the legislative Council, the local 
Government and the Imperial Authorities rejecting the 
humble prayer of the British Indian Community of the 
Transvaal in connection with the Draft Asiatic Ordin-
ance, this mass meeting of British Indians here 
assembled solemnly and regretfully resolves that, 
rather than submiy to the galling, tyrannous and un-
British requirements laid down in the above Draft 
Ordinance, every British Indian in the Transvaal 
shall submit himself to imprisonment and shall 
continue to do so until it shall please His Most 
Gracious Majesty the King Emperor to grant relief'.(22) 

A Muslim speaker then stepped up and swore that before God he would never 

submit to the proposed law. For Gandhi the moment was electric, all was 

clear before him. Indeed, as Ashe comments, "here is the point of no 

return and no appeal. Here I must stand, I can do no other". This was 

the "Moment of Truth'.' (23) With intense excitement, both spiritual and 

physical, he exclaimed: 

'I wish to explain to this meeting that there is a 
vast difference between this resolution (the call 
on God) and every other resolution we have passed 
up to date and that there is a wide divergence also 
in the manner of making it ••• There were cases in 
which resolutions passed had not been observed by 
all concerned. Amendments in resolutions and 
failure to observe resolutions on the part of the 
persons agreeing thereto are ordinary experiences 
of public life all over the world. But no one ever 
imparts the name of God into such resolutions••• 
To pledge ourselves or to take an oath in the name 
of •• God or with him as witness is not something 
to be trifled with. If having taken such an oath 
we violate our pledge we are guilty before God and 
man'. ( 24) 



The term first used to describe this new political techni

que was "Passive Resistance". After a competition organised by Indian 

Opinion Maganlal Gandhi suggested 'sadagraha' - Gandhi changed it to 

'satyagraha'-'satya' meaning truth and yet implying love, and 'agraha' 

meaning firmness. 
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The South African Indians and Gandhi were soon put to the 

test. Despite his mission to England and his meeting with Lord Elgin, 

secretary of State for the Colonies, the Transvaal, on gaining responsible 

government under Botha and Smuts of the Het Volk, passed two acts against 

the Indians: the Asiatic Law Amendment Act (Act 2 of 1907) and the 

Immigrations Restriction Act (Act 15 of 1907). 

The Indian population however refused to register or record 

their finger prints which was demanded of thorn, less than 5 of the popu

lation actually took out "the bond of slavery". (25). 

With the aid of Thambi Naidoo and Leung Quinn, Gandhi 

secured a compromise from Smuts on the 28 January 1907 - voluntary 

registration. While allowing both sides to withdraw without loss of 

face it was interpreted by many Indians as a defeat. When Gandhi went 

to register on 10 February he was severely attacked by an irate Indian, 

Mr Alam. Gandhi however refused to prosecute. 

'Those who have committed the act did not know what 
they were doing. They though that what I was doing 
was wrong. They have had their redress in the only 
manner they know. I, therefore, request that no 
steps be taken against them'. (2G) 

The compromise however was short lived following the 

passing of Act 36 of 1908 and the failure of Smuts to repeal the Asiatic 

Law Amendment Act, as promised - according to Gandhi - some 3000 Indians 

assembled outside the Hamidia Mosque and burned their passes. The 

Indians appeared united and determined behind ~Bapu' - Gandhi. 
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The first Indian to be arrested was Rama Sundara of Germiston 

and thus commenced a civil-rights campaign which was to last until Gandhi's 

departure from South Africa, only to be resumed in India, bringing the empire 

itself to its knees. Gandhi himself was tried on 10 January 1908. Having 

pleaded guilty he asked for the maximum possible sentence. The magistrate, 

however, failing to follow Lord Selbourne's note to Smuts, 

"'Mr Gandhi ardently desires martyrdom, and when a man 
ardently desires such a thing••• one's natural 
instinct is to give it to him".' (2~) 

sentenced him to two months hard labour with imprisonment. 

During 1908 and 1909 a great many Indians were imprisoned. 

On 25 February 1909 Gandhi himself was again arrested, spending three months 

in imprisonment. By March 1909 some 111 Indians were in the Transvaal jails 

for violations of the Asiatic Legislation, and in 1906 to 1910 75'1 Indians 

had been so imprisoned. 

The Union Act brought with it the entrenchment of anti

Indian legislation. Despite Gandhi's and Sheth Haji Habib's mission to 

London, and H.S.L. Polak's jouvney to India in 1909,the Colonial office 

did little in the way of alleviating the plight of their Indian subjects 

in South Africa. Union did however serve to unite the Indians in their 

common opposition to racialistic legislation. 

On 22 April 1911 Gandhi, in a letter to Smut!:>' pr±vate secretary, 

stated his terms for any future settlement. On the same day Smuts agreed 

to Gandhi's proposals. By the 28 April with the public meeting in Johannes

burg ratifying the compact between Smuts and Gandhi it appeared that the 

struggle was over. Smuts had tentatively agreed to repeal the hated Act 2 

of 1907; legal equality under the immigration law was to be guaranteed; 

the racial bar in South Africa might possibly be lifted in terms of new 

legislation; satyagrahis were to be allowed to register and educated 

satyarahis, up to six in number, were given permission to remain in the 
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Transvaal in anticipation of the new l~gislation. (28) 

The struggle however was far from over, rather a stalemate 

existed. No new legislation in favour of the Indians was promulgated and 

that legislation which was infact proposed fell far short of Indian 

expectations. 

The stalemate in the Satyagraha campaign was however broken 

on 13 September 1913 when Gandhi wrote in Indian Opinion: 

'A settlement without a settlement spirit is not 
settlement. It is much better to have an open 
fight that a patched-up truce. The fight this 
time must be for altering the spirit of the 
Government and European population of South Africa. 
And the result can only be attained by prolonged 
and bitter suffering that must melt the hearts 
alike of the Government, and of the predominant 
partner'. (29) 

Gopal Krishna Gokhale's visit to South Africa in 1912 had 

failed to achieve the hoped for effect. Indeed less than a year after his 

visit the Government openly antaganised the Indian population by declaring 

that only Christian marriages were legal in early 1913. The Immigration 

Law of 1 August 1913 had exacerbated an already dire situation. Further 

the Union Government had failed to redress grievances over the Free State 

and £3 tax issues (3o). The fact that Gandhi's concern was now with such 

a wide variety of issues is also indicative of his changing philosophy. 

His political action was no longer confined to the merchant class, Gandhi 

had emerged by 1913 as a mass leader enjoying support from all sectors of 

the Indian community. 

On the 15 September 1913, in violation of the existing legis

lation, a party of 12 men and -4 women crossed the Transvaal border 

illegally. They were arrested and sentenced, others however followed. 

Despite a compromise solution there still remained that of the £3 tax. 

Having encouraged many of the coalmining workers to go on strike, and 

others doing so voluntarily, on the 28 October Gandhi led an army of 2164 



persons from Natal in open violation of the Transvaal's border laws. On 

the 9 November 1913 Gandhi was apprehended for the third time and not 

released. On the 16 November all Indian workers in the greater Durban 

area went on strike in support of the satyagrahis and against the treat

ment they had received at the hands of the authorities. 

Faced with these volatile and potentially dangerous circum-

stances, as well as vociferous international reaction the viceroy of 
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India himself, Lord Hardings, castigated Pretoria and London for their 

handling of the situation - on the 11 December the Union Government Clnnouncec! +he. 
appointment of ctn 'l..nd,o.n £n~'-'''"!:I Con,,.,,ission' under 

Sir William Soloman. Furthermore on the 18 December Gandhi was uncondition-

ally set free. 

Despite the emergence of the final report of the Commission 

in April 1914 and the resulting legislative amendment, and the Smuts/ 

Gandhi settlement, the position of the Indians was not radically improved. 

The Indian Relief Act of 1914 abolished the £3 tax and marriages according 

to Indian rites were recognised, however the Gold Law and Townships Act, 

Law 3 of 1885, disenfranchisement, licensing abuses, municipal authorita

riarism and similar vices still remained. 

If the Smuts/Gandhi Agreement is to be interpreted as a 

victory it was indeed a hollow victory. With Gandhi's departure for 

England on the 18 July 1914 the position of the Indians steadily deterio

rated, 'The saint has left our shores'. exclaimed General Smuts, 'I sin

cerely hope forever'. (::,1) As it transpired the departure was a permanent 

one. Gandhi left convinced that moral victory had been his and that.to a 

large extent he had succeeded in 'rooting out the prejudice' which he 

found in the colony. With hindsight one can sympathise with his enthusi

astic naivete. In his departing farewell to South Africa he declared of 

the settlement and its meaning; 

'••• In my humble opinion it is the Magna Carta of 



our liberty in this land. I give it the historic name, 
not becuase it gives us rights which we have never 
enjoyed and which are in themselves new or striking 
but because it has come ta us after eight years 
strenuous suffering that has involved the loss of 
material possessions and precious lives'. (32) 

As with Magna Carta however the settlement was not invoilate, and given a 

new set of personalities and circumstances it was most certainly dispos

able. 
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D-lAPTER THREE 

'Live seeking God, and then you will not live without 

God'. And more than ever before, all within me and 

around me lit up, and the light did not again abandon 

me'. 

(L.N. Tolstoy, My Confession, p.65) 

H.S.L. Polak, Gandhi's devoted disciple and companion, has 

indicated that while in South Africa 'Bapu' said to him: 

'"Men say that I am a saint losing himself in politics. 

The fact is that I am a politician trying my hardest 

to become a saint".' ( 1) 

This comment was indeed an acurate self appraisal of his South African 

years. His foremost concern was that of self realization and personal 

redemption. He interpreted politics as inseperable from this goal: 

religion and politics are one and the same thing. This realisation had 

possibly dawned on Gandhi during the early years of his stay in South 

Africa. Searching for that which constituted the 'one true religion' he 

addressed his problem to Shrimad Raychandbhai - the man who came closest 

to the 'throne of my heart as Guru' (2). For Raychandbhai religion was 

not merely a particular set of doctrines, rather it was an innate attri

bute of the soul. By possessing it, by being 'religious', one should be 

gaining self knowledge and self-understanding for the intention of the 

'religious' is self realisation no matter what creed one follows. This 

self realization in turn brings one to greater knowledge of the world in 

which one has one's being, defining one's duty and governing one's 
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relationships with fellow human beings. It Wc,S this duality of personal 

salvation and political and social commitment that Gandhi was striving for. 

In satyagraha he believed he had reached his goal. In a letter dated 10 

May 1910 he presents just such a thesis; 

'Passive resistance seeks to rejoin politics and 
religion and to test every one of our actions in 
the light of ethical principles'. (3) 
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To what intellectual forebears does Gandhi attribute the 

Satyagraha campaign? As already indicated he regarded his entire previous 

life - both intellectual and physical, in the sense of particular key events 

as reaching their fulfillment in Satyagraha. There would however appear to 

be key intellectual sources on which Gandhi relied in developing the concept, 

it is these that shall be presently discussed. Furthermore it must also be 

borne in mind that intellectually Satyagraha was not a static philosophy. 

In accordance with the hermeneutic philosophy of understanding and know

ledge it is noted that Satyagraha developed and matured in keeping with 

Gandhi's personal intellectual growth. As he read more widely and 

experienced the hardships of the passive resistance campaign so too did the 

philosophy synthesisethese experiences, revising and redefining itself. 

Gandhi's first biographer, the Reverend Joseph Dol,e, 

attempted to wean from him the intellectual roots of Satyagraha. Refuting 

the suggestion that the 'Sermon on the Mount' was of primary importance 

Doke suggested that it was the Bhagavad Gita that came first. 

'"No", he replied, "of course I knew the Bhagavad Gita 
in Sanskrit tolerably well, but I had not made its 
teaching in that particular time a study. It was the 
New Testament which really awakened me to the righteous 
and value of Passive Resistance. When I read in the 
'Sermon on the Mount' such passages as 'Resist not 
him that is evil but whosoever smiteth thee on thy 
right cheek turn to him the other also' and 'love your 
enemies and pray for them that persecute you, that ye 
may be sons of your Father which is in heaven'. I was 
simply overjoyed and found my own opinion where I least 
expected it. The Bhagavad Gita deepened the impression 
and Tolstoy's The Kingdom of God is Within You gave it 
permanent form"'. ( 4) 

The essential ideal of passivity is most certainly Christian 

in origin. For Gandhi Christ himself was the first satyagrahi. Tolstoy's 

influence too is particularly apparent. Indeed the word itself - soul 

force - is derived essentially from Tolstoy's conception of such a force 

cited earlier. 
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What of the ~~agavad Gita? In itself the ideal of passive 

resistance is foreign to the fil.:!:_s. The Indian historican Bharatan 

Kumaroppa and the American Marc Edmund Jones have both stressed the 

essentially Hindu parentage of satyagraha. Such a stand however is not 

al together tenable. Clearly the concept of karma-y__pg.§ hints at the 

dynamic nature of the movement but there is very little evidence of 

pQssivity in the fil.:!:_s. Indeed Ashe comments that 'since the whole point 

of Krishna's discourse is that Arjuna must engage in violence instead of 

abstaining from it'. (5). Furthermore the Hindu concept of ahimsa was 

traditionally a rather nebulous one; implying merely gentleness of c sort. 

It was Gandhi who developed the concept into an almost Christian-lik:i 

ideal of love and non-violence, not Hinduism. 

While acknowledging the importance of Tolstoy, Ashe contends 

that perhaps Shelley's poem 'The Mask of Anarchy', dealing as it does with 

the Peterloo massacres, was also a possible source. While it is clear that 

Gandhi was familiar with a number of Shelley's poetic works, largely 

through the writings of Salt, Howard Williams and Anna Kingsford, it 

is not clear as to whether Gandhi know of this poem in 1906 - he most 

certainly did at a later stage. (6) 

Given this intellectual foundation of satyagraha Gandhi con

tinued to refine it through reading other sources and re-reading his 

favourite works. He read Thoreau's work on civil disobedience and was 

greatly impressed by it, soon incorporating certain facets of it into his 

philosophy. Furthermore during his various prison sentences he made use 

of the opportunity to study and read. Borrowing from friends and the 

prison library he again read from the Bible, the fil.:!:_s, and the Koran, while 

also reading the essays of Bacon, the works of Emerson, Huxley's lectures, 

as well as Carlyle - whose work on the French Revolution convinced him of 

the evils of violence - and his two intellectual mentors Ruskin and Tolstoy. 
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He emerged from the experience more convinced than ever of the merits of 

Tolstoy's writings and lifestyle. What he found particularly inspiring 

was the close connection between theory and praxis in Tolstoy's philosophy: 

'Tolstoy's books are so simple and easy that any man can 

study them and profit by them. Again,he is a man who 

practises what he preaches, and hence his writings inspire 

great confidence'. (7) 

Whilst in London in October 1909 Gandhi commenced corres

ponding with Tolstoy. If Gandhi had hoped for an active correspondence

ship he must have been disappointed - the old and increasing enfeebled 

Russian wrote three letters none of which amount to very much. In the 

last, dated 7 September 1910, Tolstoy encourages Gandhi to pursue to the 

end what he has begun in the Transvaal. 

Gandhi himself attempted to live the 'Tolstoy - like' life 

on a farm named after the great Russian. The need for a place of spiritual 

renewal and purification in the Transvaal was particularly important to 

Gandhi once the satyagraha campaign had commenced. Furthermore it was 

bec~ming increasingly expensive to maintain offices for the movement in 

both Johannesburg and London, as well as to continue publishing Indian 

Opinion. A devoted follower of Gandhi's, Herman Kallenbach, came to the 

rescue by donating a 1,100 acre farm outside of Johannesburg to the 

satyagraha families. It was Kallenbach also who decided on the name of 

this second Indian settlement. The Indian Opinion of 18 June 1910 comments: 

'The farm that Mr Kallenbach has given for, the use of 

the families of the passive resisters he has named 

'Tolstoy Farm'. He has chosen an ambitious title and 

it is his intention, so far as possible, to live up to 

the ideals that Tolstoy has set forth'. (8) 

The farm itself, under Gandhi's guiding hand, did indeed 

live up to those ideals (9). Some fifty to seventy five families of Hindu, 

Muslim, Parsi and Christian persuasion lived together on a communal basis. 

Apart from the experiments in diet, nature care, shoe making (inspired by 
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the Mariannhill example) Gandhi also attempted to use the farm and its 

pervading atmosphere as a vehicle for the moral and mental training of 

the satyagrahi families. This moral training included religious education 

in one's own particular religion - often all being conducted by Gandhi 

himself. This aspect of the farm experience he considered its most 

important. In a letter dated 2 August 1913 he wrote: 

'We are to concern ourselves only with activities that 

tend to spiritual welfare. Everything else - even 

health - is subordinate to that. Certain it is that 

he who strives to realise the Self will have every

thing else given to him'. (10) 

The manner in which one attempted to 'realize the Self' was 

unimportant to Gandhi. For him 'There is no God but Truth', (11) and all 

religions strive toward this end. This being Gandhi's rationale for 

rejecting proselytizing and his encouragement of development through one's 

own religion. Indeed Gandhi readily accepted the Hindu parable which 

noted that 

a number of blind men came across an elephant, 

and having been told its name were asked by a sage 

to describe it. The first felt its leg and said 

"The elephant is like a column". The second felt 

its ear and said "The elephant is like a winnowing 

fan". So each in turn described the animal differ

ently. The sage drew the lesson that "Each man 

finds God as his own perception allows, but God 

is the whole"'. ( 12) 

Gandhi's own 'perception was by now largely Hindu in both 

content and emphasis. The ancient bhakti (devotional) movement of 

Hinduism was for Gandhi directed towards the attainment of the atman 

the Self within man that eventually attains moksha (freedom from birth). 

For Gandhi the 'atman that has attained mok:sha is God' ( 13) and is synomo

mous with Truth. In order to arrive at this Absolute Truth (Satya) however 

it is necessary to accrue immense punya (accumulated merit). What Gandhi 

therefore attempted to encourage on 'Tolstoy Farm' was the pursuit of 

specific truth (satya) as well as searching for ultimate reality embodied 
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in Absolute Truth (Satya). 'The quest for the Truth is the summum bonum 

of life', said Gandhi (14). 

The virtues necessary to achieve this 'summum bonum' were 

those of ahimsa (non-violence), asteya (non-stealing and non-covetousness), 

_ooarigraha (non-possession, non-acquisitiveness), and brahmacharya 

(celibacy). Gandhi was already practising brahmacharya,and in both tradi

tional Hinduism and his reading of Christian scripture he had been con

vinced of the rightness of asteya. Aparigraha, or non-possession had 

already been presented to him in the work of Tolstoy. However while 

Tolstoy went so far as to condemn all forms of possession outright Gandhi 

was a little more practical. He indicates that through the inspiration of 

the~ he developed the concept of 'trusteeship'. Our worldly goods are 

only ours in the sense that we are trustees over them. As a consequence 

of this conviction Gandhi allowed his insurance policy to lapse. 'I 

became convinced that God' he writes, who created my wife and children 

as well as myself, would take care of them'. (15) 

Finally a~imsa or non-violence is inseparable from Gandhi's 

philosophy of Satyagraha. This concept, while an ancient Hindu one asso

ciated in particular with the Jains, essentially grew out of Gandhi's 

reading of the Bible and of Tolstoy. 'Hate the sin and not the sinner' 

is a traditional Christfon precept which Gandhi incorporated into ahimsa. 

Indeed Tolstoy makes this point explicit in his letter to Gqndhi dated 7 Sep

tember 1910: 

' •• in Christianitv the law of love had been ex-
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pressed in any other religious doctrine •• ' 16 

Satyagraha was therefore directed against particular pieces of racialist 

legislation and not against the legislators as such. 

The consequences of this religious philosophy within the 

political sphere were clear. In a letter to C.F. Andrews dated 6 July 

1918 Gandhi wrote: 



'Your fear about my being engrossed in the political 

strife and intrigues may be entirely set aside. I 

have no stomach for them, least at the present moment, 

had none even in South Africa (sic). I v1as in the 

political life because there through lay my own 

liberation. Montagu said, "I am surprised to find 

you taking part in the political life to the country!" 

Without a moments thought I replied, "I am in it 

because without it I cannot do my religious and 

social work", and I think the reply will stand good 

to the end of my life'. ( 17) 
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For Gandhi Satyagraha and political life were inseparable. 

Despite the fact that he continually refined what was meant by satyagraha 

its essence remained forever the same. The starting point for a 

satyagraha campaign, as Gandhi saw it, was recognition of a particular 

sin, or particular evil, in a particular situation. As he notes to Tolstoy 

in his first letter, 1 October 1909, dealing with the proposed Transvaal 

legislation of 1906: 

'I and many others considered to be degrading and 

calculated to unman those to whom it was applic

able. I felt that submission to law of this 

nature was inconsistent with the spirit of true 

religion'. (18) 

It is for this reason that Gandhi failed to attract the support of other 

population groups, apart from a few Chinese who were also threatened by the 

same legislation. 

The technique of directing agitation against one specific 

issue, such as the £3 tax during the 1913-1914 period,hq5also been inter

preted as vital in maintaining the support of the Indians themselves. 

Inde1d in a recent orticle (19) Keiser contends that the £3 tax issue was 

merely exploited as a means to keep Indian resistance going. It was the 

major common link which Gandhi discerned amongst all sectors of the divided 

Indian population. It was opposed by Hindu and Moslem alike, by indentured 

and by free-Indian and was an effective negotiating point with the South 

African government. 

Having made himself conscious of a particular unjust piece 

of legislation the satyagrahi should then attempt to rid his mind of both 



prejudice and hate in order to encounter Truth, the Truth of the situa

tion. Once conscious of this truth the satyagrahi is automatically 

possessed by a fearless spiritual force. Without giving way to violence 
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the satyagrahi should also not succumb to cowardice. Indeed Gandhi noted 

that 'Where there is a choice between cowardice and violenc2, I would advise 

violence'.(2O) The weapons of the satyagrahi are not the cowards of 

retreat and acquiescence, rather he employs the strike and the boycott. 

Even when these are opposed by authorities the satyagrahi should suffer 

the blows, the prison sentence and the resulting poverty. Gandhi indicted 

the local Indian community for prolonging the struggle in South Africa by 

their reticence to adopt a life of poverty in the interests of the Truth 

' •• for the exercise of the purest soul-force, in its perfect form, 

brings about instantaneous relieF '• (21) Indeed martyrdom for the cause 

is central to the method. 

For Gandhi victory was to be achieved not through the 

defeat of his opponent, but rather through his conversion. A harmony is 

arrived at between once warring factions and wrong is destroyed. If this 

was Gandhi's idea of victory the ultimate Smuts/Gandhi agreement was an 

abysmal failure. The government had certainly not been converted to the 

idea of non-racism, rather it was international pressure and the threat 

of economic instability as well as social dislocation as a result of the 

strikes and marches that encouraged the government to make the hollow 

concessions it did. 

Furthermore these concessions were vehemently opposed by a 

considerable sector of the white politicians. Indeed Keiser has noted 

that it was only because of 'party discipline, especially in the Senate, 

where there was initially a clear majority against it' (22) that the 

Indian Relief Bill finally became law. While the Colonial Office was 

well pleased with the report of the 1914 Commission and the subsequent 
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legislation in an attempt to appease India - Natal and the Free State 

were firmly against it. Therefore despite the fact that Gandhi had 

arrived in Natal some 21 years previously, had conducted at first an 

orthodox opposition policy and had latterly adopted the satyagraha method 

the Natal colonists still remained implacable racists. Furthermore Gandhi, 

the astute politician, was in practice far from convinced about converting 

his one time enemies to the cause of the oppressed Indians. It was he, for 

example, who had initially opposed the appointments of J.B. Wylie to the 

Solomon Commission becuase of Wylie's prominent role as an opponent of 

Indian immigration to Natal. 

With regard to practical politics too Gandhi appeared to show 

little interest in converting his opponents, rather his intention appeared 

to be to gain as much publicity as possible, both internally and inter

nationally, for the Indians and their cause (23). Initially it is noted 

that he had attempted to achieve this objective through Press coverage of 

issues affecting Indians and through the petition which Gandhi used most 

affectively. Indeed in this regard Gandhi's intention appeared to be the 

far more calculating one of impressing on people the intellectual ability 

and cultural heritage of the Indians, rather than merely opposing specific 

legislation. In his convincing study of the period 1910 - 1914 Keiser notes 

that Gandhi's intention was always to keep the Indian question in the fore

mind of the Government. He achieved this objective for example, when, after 

the conclusion of the negotiations between Gandhi and the Ministry of the 

InterLor in September October 1913 over the issue of Indian marriages, 

Gandhi suddenly shifted ground by demanding the end of Natal's £3 tax. 

As Keiser notes, 'It is scarcely surprising that Gladstone was moved to 

remarl<, "His mysticism and astuteness baffle the ordinary processes of 

thought".' (24) 
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A further reason for this constant need to publicize the 

position of the Indians has recently been suggested by J.D. Beall and M.D. 

North-Coombes. (25) The authors contend that Gandhi's propaganda must been 

seen in terms of a bid to win the support of the highly demoralized and 

economically deprived indentured workforce amongst the Indian population 

itself. Indeed it has also been suggested that the indentured labourers 

and the lower classes amongst Indian society arose spontaneously in the 

1913- 1914 strikes, due rather to their personal predicament rather than 

due to the instigation of the satyagrahis. It was only because they them

selves lacked any organizational structure that they turned to the existing 

satyagrahi leadership for support. 

As a political philosophy therefore satyagraha in South 

Africa failed to achieve any long term objectives. As a domestic and 

personal philosophy however it was eminently successful in preparing Gandhi 

for his future career in India. Every facet of his thought may be 

explained in terms of satyagraha. It transformed his life. The young and 

somewhat affected bourgeois lawyer - in whom the seeds of his future deve

lopment had already been planted - who came to South Africa in 1893, 

dressed in the manner of the English middle classes, left the shores of 

Southern Africa infinitely wiser, with much political experience and 

acumen, however, he was now shoe-less, his moustache had been shaved off 

and he dressed in the Indian peasant attire that was to be characteristic 

of the great Mahatma. Furthermore he was no longer that enthusiastic son 

of the Empire he had once been. 

Gandhi had come to Natal filled with a passionate regard 

for Queen and Empire. His political petitions of the 1890's against the 

racialist legislation of the newly responsible Natal government had more 

often than not fallen on deaf ears. Despite initial opposition from the 

Colonial Office Natal still passed its Franchise Act of 1896; Dealers 



Licences Act of 1897; Immigration Restriction Act of 1897 and again in 

1903 an Immigration Restriction Act. Perhaps it was the passing of the 

South Africa Act of 1909 that finally convinced Gandhi that Britain's 

interests were essentially tied to those of the white colonists and if 
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he had any hope of achieving politically just ends in India it was not to 

Britain that he must look: but to the indigenous people of India itself. 

Indeed as Brookes and Webb note, 'the disappearance of the British Raj 

in India owed much to the racialism of 'loyal Natal'. (26) Perhaps it 

was also Tolstoy's outright condemnation of all Governments - the British 

included - as being based on force that influence Gandhi. It was in his 

last letter to Gandhi that Tolstoy wrote: 

'Between the confession of Christianity even under the 
perverted form in which it appears amongst us Christian 
peoples, and the simultaneous recognition of the necess
ity of armies and of the preparation for killing on an 
ever-increasing scale, there exists a contradiction so 
flagrant and crying that sooner or later, probably very 
soon, it must invariably manifest itself in utter naked
ness and it will lead us either to renounce the Christian 
religion, and to maintain the governmental power or to 
renounce the existence of the army and all the forms of 
violence which the state supports and which are more or 
less necessary to sustain its power. That contradiction 
is felt by all governments, by your British Government 
as well as by our Russian Government; and therefore, by 
the spirit of conservatism natural to these governments, 
the opposition is persecuted,as we find in Russia as 
well as in the articles of your journal, more than any 
other anti-governmental activity. The governments know 
from which direction comes the principle danger and try 
to defend themselves with a great zeal in that trial not 
merely to preserve their interest but actually to fight 
for their very existence' (27) 

During these years Gandhi had indeed served his 'apprenticeship'. 
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CONCLUSION 58. 

Isaiah Berlin in his short work on Tolstoy's view of history 

refers to a story told by Archilochus: 

'The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows 
one big thing'. (1) 

Using this quotation as an analogy Berlin indicates that Tolstoy was by 

nature a fox in that he pursued many interests and many ends. It was 

Tolstoy's belief however that he was a hedgehog - he attempted to relate 

everything to a single central vision. In a very real sense Gandhi too 

shares this characterization. He pursued a single end - Truth, and 

attempted to relate all his other various interests (diet, labour,morality, 

politics) to this central vision. This affinity does much to explain 

Gandhi's enthusiasm for and interest in Tolstoy's works. 

Given the hermeneutic interpretation of understanding it is 

clearly impossible to place Tolstoy in the exclusive position of being the 

'founder of Gandhism', as one writer contends. One must also take into 

account Gandhi's Hindu background and upbringing and the influence of the 

Theosophists. It is these sources which constituted the individual fore

structure with which Gandhi approached Tolstoy's work. The interpretation 

that resulted and the manner in which it was applied was unique - Gandhi's 

alone and determined by his individual historicity. 

During the early 19OO's and once the satyagraha campaign had 

already commenced, Gandhi became increasingly more conscious of his own 

Hindu origins and therefore explored more deeply the religion of his fore

fathers. As a 'politician trying to be a saint' Gandhi must also have been 

particularly conscious of the effective weapon which Hinduism could become; 

of its unifying potential to achieve his ends. All Indians, whether Muslim 

or Hindu, would have been conscious of the essential pursuit of Truth 

involved in the satyagraha campaign, and furthermore the concept of ahimsa, 

while Gandhi drew extensively on other sources to develop the concept, would 



have been familiar to most Hindus. 

Despite this fact however Tolstoy's work permeated every 

aspect of both Gandhi's philosophy and his life while in South Africa. 

Pyarelelnotes of Gandhi's thinking~ 

' ••• so deeply was it impregnated with Tolstoy's that 
the changes that took place in his way of life and 
thinking in the years that followed can be correctly 
understood and appreciated only in the context of the 
master's life and his philosophy. It coloured his 
views not only on life and religion but on economics, 
social and political questions as well'. (2) 

In Tolstoy Gandhi found, often for the first time, ancient truths of 

Hinduism itself. His subsequent re-reading of the original Hindu texts 

was often in the light of what he had experienced in Tolstoy. Tolstoy, 

too, pointed to the various means of applying and living out the truths 

which he exoostulated and which ancient Hinduism presented. 

'The Kingdom of God is Within You contains in outline 
practically the whole of Gandhiji's programme of non
violent non-co-operation'. (3) 
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Even in personal morality Gandhi incorporated much of Tolstoy's 

thinking. Romain Rolland bestowed on Gandhi a befitting epitaph: 

'Gandhi is a Tolstoy in a more gentle, appeased, and, 
if I dared, I would say, in a more Christian sense, 
for Tolstoy is not so much a Christian by nature as 
by force of will'. (4) 
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1. Mahatma Gandhi in 1900. 

(R.A. Hattenback, Gandhi in South Africa) 
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2. Leo Tolstoy at an advanced age. 

(T. Tolstoy, Tolstoy) 



APPENDIX B 

'The Mask of Anarchy' 

Rise like lions after slumber 

In unvanquishable number, 
Shake your chains to earth like dew 

Which in sleep had fallen on you 

Ye are many - they are few ••• 

Let a vast assembly be, 
And with great solemnity 
Declare with measured words that ye 

Are, as God has made ye, free ••• 

Let the tyrants oour around 

With a quick and startling sound, 

Like the loosening of a sea, 

Troops of armed emblazonry ••• 

Stand ye calm and resolute, 
Like a forest close and mute, 

With the folded arms and looks which-are 

Weapons of unvanquished war ••• 

And if then the tyrants dare 

Let them ride you there, 
Slash, and stab, and maim, and hew, 

What they like, that let them do. 

With folded arms and steady eyes, 

And little fear, and less surprise, 

Look upon them as they slay 
Till their rage has died away. 

Then they will return with shame 

To the place from which they came, 

And the blood thus shed will speak 

In hot flushes on their cheeks ••• 

And that slaughter to the nation 

Shall steam up like inspiration, 

Eloquent, oracular; 
A volcano heard afar. 

(G. Ashe, Gandhi A Study in Revolution, pp.104-105) 
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