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Preface




“Generations to come will scarce believe that such a one as this ever in flesh and blood walked upon this earth.”


∼ Albert Einstein





It is surprisingly easy to believe in the miracles of sainthood, but very hard to believe in those of flesh and blood, the prodigies of leadership that transform the world and the way we see and move and act in the world. Yet, as Gandhi himself taught, these are not miracles at all. They are necessary actions, the works any people, any nation, any enterprise must successfully create, not to achieve the supernatural or merely to survive, but to evolve, to grow, and to prosper.


There is no doubt that Gandhi was a good man and an intensely spiritual man, but he was also a manager and executive, a supremely practical leader for change. Brought up in the Hindu merchant caste, he applied the principles of the Hindu faith and Jain tradition to the challenges of living. He came to believe that truth, tolerance, sacrifice, joy, and the nonviolent rejection of tyranny were not “spiritual” or “visionary” ideals, but the very substance of a successful life that enables, even as it is enabled by, a successful society. Even more, these are the drivers of any worthwhile enterprise, the pragmatic principles which any leader who aspires to sustainable—that is, ethical—success must accept, manage, and master.


But Gandhi? A CEO?


Consider his achievements: He stimulated and enabled the rebirth of India, at the time a dysfunctional, failing enterprise on which the welfare of millions depended, and he redefined the very medium—civilization, no less—in which that enterprise operated. The means by which Gandhi achieved this included mastering the elements of personal leadership and institutional management, performing a revolutionary analysis of the environment of “business as usual,” and formulating a strategy for productively breaking out of the all-too-limiting box of conventional thought, outworn tradition, and received wisdom.


Gandhi embodied what today would be recognized as the “servant leadership” paradigm, which he applied to create an enterprise of utmost efficiency, its objectives and goals sharply defined and rigorously pared down to what matters—and only what matters. For Gandhi, the object was to waste nothing and to reject nothing but untruth, intolerance, and violence. Yet his inclusive approach was focused with laser-like intensity on the essentials, the goals that had to be achieved (as he put it) on a “do or die” basis. For, ultimately, it is only the do-or-die goals that are worth achieving.


They can never be achieved by coercion. For this reason, Gandhi had to become a virtuoso in the art of persuasion through suasion, continually revealing sacrifice as self-interest, the most powerful motivator of all. The result was a nearly ideal organization that achieved the nearly impossible. And it is our good fortune that the master wrote extensively and with great clarity about his assumptions, his principles, his objectives, his experience, and, above all, his methods, inviting us to learn them and to apply them to any worthwhile collaborative endeavor, no matter how humble or how great.
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The history of India can be traced back some nine thousand years, and the history of British India to the early seventeenth century, although the British Raj—the period of colonial rule—did not begin until 1858. A movement for Indian home rule was gathering momentum by the 1880s, and, beginning in the early twentieth century, largely under the leadership of Gandhi, the home rule movement metamorphosed into a drive for full independence. Amid all of this, the rich complexity of Indian culture—especially the multiplicity of its religions—was and remains, to most Westerners, dazzling if not bewildering. Even the events that were concentrated during the span of Gandhi’s own active career are remote and unfamiliar to us. As for Gandhi himself, although he was a tireless campaigner who literally walked the length and breadth of the Indian subcontinent, he was an astoundingly prolific author and letter writer, the modern edition of his complete works running to one hundred volumes.


To adequately study the life and work of Mohandas Gandhi requires, as it merits, the work of a lifetime. Yet anyone can profit from even a fragmentary acquaintance with his experience and thought. Gandhi, CEO offers an accessible approach between the comprehensive and the fragmentary. From Gandhi’s life’s work as a leader of change, one hundred “lessons” have been distilled here into principles designed to inspire and guide the modern and aspiring CEO, manager, or supervisor in building and leading an ethical and profitable enterprise.
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Ethical and profitable. There was a time—and not too long ago—when business leaders, if they were being brutally honest with themselves, would have hesitated to utter these two adjectives in the same breath. The most cynical among them believed the two words expressed virtually incompatible attributes of a business, but even the more idealistic CEOs and managers tended to think that ethics were a desirable adjunct to profits—valuable, to be sure, but an added value, decidedly peripheral, something in the way of a bonus.


That time is over. The world’s economic experience in the first decade of the twenty-first century has demonstrated that, far from being optional in business, let alone incompatible with profit, sound ethics are integral with the processes of commerce and are essential to sustained profitability. Gandhi could have told any businessperson this very thing a hundred years ago, during the first decade of the twentieth century. In this book, he tells us now.









Introduction


A Life


Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born on October 2, 1869, in the coastal town of Porbandar, now a part of Gujarat, which borders Pakistan to the northwest and the Indian state of Rajasthan to the north and northeast. He was the youngest child of Hindu parents—Karamchand and Putlibai—who were members of the Modh Bania subcaste of Vaishya, the caste of merchants and dairy farmers. The Gandhis had originally been grocers, but both Karamchand and his father served as diwans of Porbandar state—essentially ministers who attended to certain affairs of state and acted as liaisons between the prince and the British government’s chief administrative officer, called the political agent. For the most part, it was a comfortable existence, except when internecine violence periodically broke out within the administration of Porbandar state. On one occasion state soldiers laid siege to the Gandhi house; in a separate incident Karamchand was placed under arrest. Despite such minor civil convulsions, he not only survived and persevered in office but emerged as a highly popular political figure who served in the Rajasthanik Court, a government agency charged with arbitrating disputes among colonial India’s many states—numbering about three hundred during the late nineteenth century.


Mohandas Gandhi greatly admired his father, whose practical political wisdom, skill in resolving conflicts, and personal courage served as his earliest examples of social leadership. What especially impressed young Gandhi was the way in which his father built a political career dedicated to selfless service and based not on a foundation of formal education—he had had little enough of that—but on experience, principled judgment, and a deep sympathy with the needs of those he served. Karamchand Gandhi had little interest in creating personal wealth and left only a small inheritance to his six children.


Mohandas Gandhi’s mother, Putlibai, was Karamchand’s fourth wife and almost a quarter-century junior to her husband. Like him, she had little formal education, but she was more religious than he, going daily to the haveli (Vaishnava temple) and continually making—and keeping—demanding religious vows. Her example of devotion and spiritual willpower would inform Gandhi’s mature career, and her reverence for Jainism, one of India’s oldest faiths, was a source of Gandhi’s commitment to nonviolence as well as his vegetarianism.


Gandhi attended primary school at Porbandar but showed no special flair for his studies and was also painfully shy. His most valuable education as a youngster came not in the classroom but at his father’s side, listening to discussions concerning local disputes, problems of the state, and issues of religion. The Gandhi family was popular in the community, and the house was frequently visited by Hindus as well as Muslims.


In 1881, Gandhi enrolled in high school at Rajkot. At last, his academic performance improved, and while he never developed enthusiasm or skill in sports, he did acquire the habit of taking long walks—something that would serve him well in his adult life, most notably the epic 240-mile Salt March of 1930 in defiance of the British salt tax and other oppressive colonial laws. Despite being haunted by morbid fears of thieves, ghosts, and serpents, he shed some of his earlier shyness and enthusiastically embraced the friendship of Sheikh Mehtab, a lusty youth who goaded him into undertaking a number of dubious experiments, including a visit to a brothel (though Gandhi later claimed that he did not have sex there), indulgence in tobacco, and even the commission of a theft. As an adult, Gandhi regretted these transgressions less than his yielding to Mehtab’s insistence that he become a meat eater. His friend argued that a vegetarian diet kept Hindus weak, whereas a meat diet gave the British the strength to rule India. Reflecting on his own frail build and what he considered his timid ways, Gandhi let himself be persuaded, and for about a year he sneaked meat into his diet. For years to come, far more disturbing to his conscience than the violation of a religious dietary law was the act of lying to his parents.


In 1883, thirteen-year-old Gandhi was married to Kasturba (later known to Gandhi affectionately as “Ba”), to whom he had been betrothed seven years earlier. Such arranged marriages were traditional in Hindu culture and were motivated less by religious belief than by reasons of economy; parents were eager to get their daughters out from under their roofs. A native of Gujarat, Kasturba was illiterate but possessed a lively mind and a strong, even stubborn, disposition. The couple’s early life together was tumultuous, and Gandhi later regretted his quite literally childish efforts to compel Kasturba to conform to his will. The experience not only persuaded him that voluntary obedience alone was a valid form of compliance, but it also prompted Gandhi to become an eloquent opponent of arranged child marriages. Nevertheless, the two grew to mutual devotion, and Kasturba participated in many of Gandhi’s campaigns for social change and justice, often subjecting herself to arrest and imprisonment along with her husband.


Two years into the marriage their first child was born, but he lived only a few days. (The Gandhis went on to have four more children, all boys: Harilal, born 1888; Manilal, 1892; Ramdas, 1897; and Devdas, 1900). The sorrow of this event was compounded by the death of Gandhi’s long-ailing father earlier that year. Although young Mohandas had nursed the man faithfully, he was not at his bedside when he died, a fact over which Gandhi felt a lifelong, mingled sense of guilt and regret.


In 1887, Gandhi passed the entrance exam for admission to Samaldas College in Bhavnagar, Gujarat, and was admitted but left after a single term to sail for England, where, against the wishes of some in his family, he intended to study law. Although Modh Bania elders excommunicated him from the caste for his decision to go to England, Gandhi placated his mother with vows to abstain from alcohol, women, and—above all—meat. Leaving son and wife behind, he sailed from Bombay (present-day Mumbai) in September 1888.
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Mohandas Gandhi found life in the strange new country difficult at first. His shyness returned with a vengeance, and he struggled mightily to improve his halting English. Craving acceptance in English society, young Gandhi affected the dress and manners of what he conceived to be the perfect “English gentleman.” His clothing was expensively tailored, he took both elocution and dancing lessons, and when his attempts at keeping rhythm failed, he took up the violin. As for his vegetarianism, he tried to explain it away to meat-eating English acquaintances as a harmless fad. After some searching, he found a vegetarian restaurant in his area of London and, for the first time in his life, became a vegetarian out of conviction and not just in obedience to religion and parental tradition. Indeed, he made his first London friends—and discovered a talent for organizing people who held unconventional, even radical ideas—when he founded a vegetarian club in his neighborhood of Bayswater. Later, he served on the Executive Committee of the city’s Vegetarian Society, but even at this stage of his life, he had yet to acquire the full courage of his convictions and was reticent to speak up at meetings.


Within only a matter of months, Gandhi’s uncritical Anglophilia passed. It was not so much that he felt he was being untrue to himself, as that it was an impractical waste of time and money. After all, he did not intend to stay in England, so why become English? Still, removal from his familiar surroundings did have some beneficial effects. It prompted him to reflect on his beliefs objectively, and Gandhi began earnestly studying religion. For the first time in his life, he read the Bhagavad Gita, the New Testament, and works by Theosophist authors, who were in vogue during this time. What struck him was the commonality of certain values across divergent faiths—especially nonviolence and the spiritual benefits of voluntary renunciation. Gandhi was also exposed for the first time in his life to the various secular movements of the modern Western world, especially socialism and anarchism.


Almost incidentally to these eye-opening, life-changing experiences, Gandhi earnestly studied the law and passed the bar examinations. After qualifying as a barrister and enrolling in the High Court in June 1891, he returned to India after a three years absence—only to discover that his London legal training had not really prepared him for a career in Indian law. There was much about Indian legal customs that he did not like, especially the lawyer’s practice of paying “touts” to send cases his way. Even worse, Gandhi soon realized that arguing before a judge and other lawyers made him nervous to the point of illness and incoherence. When a request for his services from an Indian firm in South Africa reached him, he was eager for an escape and sailed in April 1893.
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An escape? The move to South Africa proved fateful, transporting Gandhi to what would become his life’s work. The small South African Indian community was the object of persecution by the white majority, who regarded “coolies” (as they derogatorily called Indians) as nothing more or less than a source of cheap labor. When some sought more in life—to own farms and start businesses—they were stifled by restrictive legislation and heavy taxation while also denied the rights of citizens, including the vote. Racial discrimination was institutionalized on every level. In May 1893, while traveling by train from Durban, Natal, to Pretoria, Transvaal, to prosecute a lawsuit for a Muslim client, Gandhi experienced social injustice firsthand. The incident illustrated that, in South Africa, “as a man and as an Indian I had no rights.” It was a harsh awakening.


His law firm had booked a first-class train compartment for his trip. When the train stopped at Maritzburg, capital of Natal, a white man boarded, poked his head into Gandhi’s compartment, and then withdrew it in obvious disgust. Minutes later, he returned with (as Gandhi recalled) “one or two officials. They all kept quiet, when another official came to me and said, ‘Come along, you must go to the van [third-class] compartment.’”


“But I have a first-class ticket,” Gandhi protested.


“That doesn’t matter,” the official replied. “I tell you, you must go to the van compartment.”


“I tell you,” Gandhi asserted, “I was permitted to travel in this compartment in Durban and I insist on going on in it.”


Exasperated, the official spat out an ultimatum to get out “or else I shall have to call a police constable to push you out.”


There are moments when a few uttered words change the course of one’s life. For Gandhi, this was such a moment.


Without raising his voice, he replied to the ultimatum: “Yes you may. I refuse to get out voluntarily.”


It was Mohandas Gandhi’s first assertion of nonviolent “passive resistance.”


In short order, he was tossed off the train along with his luggage and spent a cold, miserable night in the waiting room of the Maritzburg station. The white men on the now-departed train figured that they had won—and to all appearances, they had—but as Gandhi realized, all they had succeeded in doing was throwing him off a train. They did not—and could not—force him to “get out voluntarily” As he pondered alone in the chilly darkness of the railroad station, three courses seemed open to him: to fight for his rights, to chuck it all and return to India, or to proceed to Pretoria and prosecute the case for which he had been hired.


Rejecting a return to India, he decided first to finish the case—it was his duty, after all—but afterward he resolved to do even more than fight for his rights. The indignity offered him was, he believed, “only a symptom of the deep disease of color prejudice.” He determined to “try, if possible, to root out the disease and suffer hardships in the process.” Seeing his treatment as but a single manifestation of widespread injustice, he vowed to do no less than change South African government and society. He could not know it at the time, but, ridiculously ambitious as this goal was, it fell far short of what he would ultimately attempt: to change the world by leading the minds and the hearts of humankind to the most profound of transformations. Gandhi had boarded the train in Durban a reluctant and not terribly successful barrister. Ejected at Maritzburg, he emerged a reformer of great vision and courage.
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In Pretoria, Gandhi met with local Indian community leaders and proposed forming an association to win rights for Indians in South Africa. He organized laborers and sympathizers in passive resistance campaigns and founded the Natal Indian Congress to coordinate the movement. In January 1887, a white mob assaulted Gandhi and nearly beat him to death. His response—as typical as it was dramatic—was to forgive his attackers.


In the midst of the struggle for Indian rights, the Second (“Great”) Boer War broke out in 1899 between the British colonial government and the Dutch “Boers.” Although Gandhi’s natural inclination was to side with the Boers, who were mostly hard-scrabble farmers, he believed that, as a citizen of the empire, he owed service to the British. His creed of nonviolence would not permit his taking up arms, but he quickly organized an eleven-hundred-man Indian ambulance corps.


In 1901, Gandhi returned to India, only to be quickly recalled to South Africa, where the plight of the Indian community had worsened in his brief absence. In 1903, Gandhi started the journal Indian Opinion and, a year later, founded the Phoenix commune in an effort to put into practice a Utopian scheme he had read about in John Ruskin’s 1860 essay “Unto This Last.” The Phoenix community would be established on three principles: that the good of the individual is contained in the good of all, that all work is equally valuable, and that only a life of labor is worth living.


Into this period of utopian experiment, the so-called Zulu Rebellion of 1906 intruded. Once again, Gandhi acted out of a sense of loyalty to the British Empire and organized another ambulance corps, which ended up treating far more wounded Zulus than British soldiers. The project, begun because of his perceived allegiance to the British crown, instead opened his eyes to the cruelty of which the empire was capable. As he worked to aid the casualties of the war, Gandhi’s thoughts turned to brahmacharya, the Hindu quest for self-realization. This, in turn, gave rise to his embrace of satyagraha, the hungering quest for truth.


Immersed in these twin themes, Gandhi organized a nonviolent campaign in 1907 to overturn the newly enacted Transvaal Asiatic Registration Act (TARA), a South African law requiring Indians living in the Transvaal to be fingerprinted and issued government registration certificates that had to be carried with them at all times. This was the first of what would be called “satyagraha campaigns,” in which nonviolent civil disobedience was used to compel the government to remove onerous and oppressive measures. Under Gandhi’s direction, virtually the entire South African Indian community refused to obey the registration law. When authorities ordered him to leave the colony, Gandhi refused and was jailed—as were thousands of Indians, who soon became a heavy burden on the South African prisons. At last, General Jan Smuts, South Africa’s premier, made a compromise with Gandhi, repealing the registration law in exchange for voluntary submission to registration. Gandhi agreed, but a mob of Indian extremists who were angered by the compromise attacked Gandhi when he came forward to register himself. Beaten unconscious, he narrowly escaped death. His first question upon his recovery was about the leader of the mob that had attacked him. Learning that the leader was in custody, Gandhi appealed to authorities for his immediate release.


In 1908, after voluntary registration began, Smuts reneged on his agreement with Gandhi by refusing to repeal TARA and enforcing another law, the Transvaal Immigration Restriction Act (TTRA), which barred most Indians from even entering Transvaal. In response, Gandhi led public burnings of the voluntary registration certificates and encouraged illegal crossings of the Transvaal border. Thousands were jailed.


Settling in for a prolonged struggle, Gandhi secured 1,100 acres outside of Johannesburg and planted there the Tolstoy Farm as a communal center of resistance and self-sufficiency. At 6:30 on the morning of November 6, 1913, in protest of a tax imposed on Indians, Gandhi commenced the “Great March” of 2,200 men and women in a mass illegal border crossing, which focused worldwide attention on the situation in South Africa. Again, thousands were arrested—including Gandhi—and thousands more went on strike. Gandhi’s activities in South Africa inspired a popular movement in India, which compelled the Indian government to lodge an official protest with the South African government. Under international pressure, Smuts yielded, repealed the tax, and relaxed the immigration laws.
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Having emerged as a remarkable leader of change in South Africa, Gandhi returned to India in January 1915 and toured the country, determined to discover and reconnect with the vast country firsthand. In May 1915 he established the Satyagraha Ashram and, two years later, embarked on his first Indian satyagraha campaign to liberate the indigo tenant farmers of Champaran (a district in northern Bihar) from oppression under their planter landlords.


Gandhi aimed first at raising morale and instilling courage, rejecting conventional legal remedies because he believed that the farmers were so terrified of the landlords’ power that they would be unable to press their case successfully. When the government responded to his speaking and organizing efforts by ordering him to leave the district, he refused, was arrested, and then summoned to court to answer charges. In a dramatic moment that received news coverage throughout the nation, Gandhi openly admitted his guilt and explained that his obedience was to the higher law of conscience. The case against him was ultimately dropped, and Gandhi and others traveled throughout the district recording statements from farmers. Their stories of hardship roused public opinion, moving the government to appoint a committee of inquiry in June 1917 to look into the landlord—tenant situation. In the end, the government compelled the landlord planters to make restitution to their tenant farmers. It was the first Indian triumph of the satyagraha principle.


In 1918, Gandhi led a new satyagraha in Ahmedabad. There, cotton mill laborers wanted a 50 percent increase in pay, whereas mill owners offered no more than 20 percent. Gandhi studied the issue and determined that 35 percent was reasonable, whereupon he organized a strike to obtain this raise. After two weeks without work, the striking workers began to waver, prompting Gandhi to undertake a fast as a means of applying moral pressure on the mill owners to accept arbitration. Unwilling to be responsible for the death of Gandhi, they agreed to binding arbitration and finally agreed to the 35 percent increase.


That year Gandhi also initiated the Kheda satyagraha, a campaign to persuade the government to suspend taxes levied on farmers struggling through a nationwide famine. Those who could not pay their taxes were threatened with foreclosure and loss of their land. Gandhi persuaded all farmers to withhold payment of taxes, and when seizure of crops was threatened, the farmers—again at Gandhi’s urging—harvested their crops before the government could take them. Finally, in June, the government offered a compromise by which those farmers who could afford the tax would voluntarily pay it while those who could not were granted permission to suspend payment. Gandhi himself was not entirely pleased with the result, since he believed that no one should have to pay the tax in time of famine. Nevertheless, the campaign had a profound effect on the peasants, awakening them to the power of mass civil disobedience.


Following the Ahmedabad and Kheda satyagrahas, the British government passed the Rowlatt Acts, which criminalized the possession of any antigovernment document with the “intention” of circulating it and gave police officials broad powers of search, seizure, and arrest, effectively suspending habeas corpus and other basic legal restraints. Although some provisions were dropped before the legislation was enacted in March 1919, Gandhi led a satyagraha against the Rowlatt measures that blossomed into India’s first nationwide satyagraha campaign, in which Indians successfully halted the business of the entire nation.


The general paralysis stunned British officials, who responded by arresting Gandhi, an act that triggered violent mob demonstrations that in turn resulted in police violence, which served only to exacerbate the violence among demonstrators. Despite having been marred by violence, the demonstrations against the Rowlatt Acts made history as the first nationwide civil disobedience and as the high-water mark of cooperation between Muslims and Hindus.


Tragically, the triumphant campaign was followed by the infamous Amritsar Massacre. On April 13, 1919, British general Reginald Dyer attacked a mass meeting of some ten thousand in Amritsar at the Jallianwala Bagh, a ground of perhaps seven acres enclosed by a wall through which there were just five exits. Dyer sent troops and two armored cars, each with machine guns, into the Jallianwala Bagh and opened fire. According to unofficial reports, more than a thousand Indians were killed in the space of ten minutes.


The carnage and sheer cruelty of Amritsar turned Gandhi frankly against the British Empire. At the next meeting of the Indian National Congress, the so-called Amritsar Congress, Gandhi called for a new round of nonviolent resistance and urged the Congress to pass a resolution supporting the revival of traditional Indian hand spinning and hand weaving as alternatives to importing any British cloth. The Congress complied and also elected Gandhi as its chairman.


In the wake of Amritsar, the British government broke its pledge to support the Ottoman sultan of Turkey against the republican revolution that was seeking to overthrow him. Whatever else the oppressive Ottoman sultan might have been, he was revered by Muslims worldwide as the caliph, the head of international Islam. To contribute to his overthrow was interpreted as an attack on Islam. Gandhi supported Indian Muslims in protesting the decision to stop propping up the sultan, and he believed that all Indian Hindus should join in supporting the nation’s Muslims. Having identified a cause that could unite the two great religions of India, Gandhi proposed what he called “non-cooperation” with the British government—a massive program of nonviolent civil disobedience that amounted to a large-scale boycott of British laws, institutions, mercantile concerns, and import merchandise. Thus Gandhi assumed leadership of a movement that collectively turned its back on Britain. He reasoned that a government with no one to govern was powerless.
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