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  General Summary


  Mohandas Gandhi was born in the western part of British-ruled India on October 2, 1869. A timid child, he was married at thirteen to a girl of the same age, Kasturbai. Following the death of his father, Gandhi's family sent him to England in 1888 to study law. There, he became interested in the philosophy of nonviolence, as expressed in the Bhagavad-Gita, Hindu sacred scripture, and in Jesus Christ's Sermon on the Mount in the Christian Bible. He returned to India in 1891, having passed the bar, but found little success in his attempts to practice law. Seeking a change of scenery, he accepted a position in South Africa for a year, where he assisted on a lawsuit.


  In South Africa, he became involved in efforts to end discrimination against the Indian minority there, who were oppressed both by the British and by the Boers, descendants of the original Dutch settlers of the region. Having intended to stay a year, he ended up remaining until 1914 (his wife and children had joined him, meanwhile, in 1896). He founded the Natal Indian Congress, which worked to further Indian interests, and commanded an Indian medical corps that fought on the British side in the Boer War (1899-1901), in which the British conquered the last independent Boer republics.


  After the war, Gandhi's reputation as a leader grew. He became even more adamant in his personal principles, practicing sexual abstinence, renouncing modern technology, and developing satyagraha–literally, "soul- force." Satyagraha was a method of non-violent resistance, often called "non-cooperation," that he and his allies used to great effect against the white governments in South Africa. Their willingness to endure punishment and jail earned the admiration of people in Gandhi's native India, and eventually won concessions from the Boer and British rulers. By 1914, when Gandhi left South Africa and returned to India, he was known as a holy man: people called him a "Mahatma", or "great soul."


  At this point, he was still loyal to the British Empire, but when the British cracked down on Indian civil liberties after World War I, Gandhi began to organize nonviolent protests. The Amritsar Massacre, in which British troops gunned down peaceful Indian protestors, convinced Gandhi and India of the need for self-rule, and in the early '20s Gandhi organized large-scale campaigns of non-cooperation that paralyzed the subcontinent's administration–and led to his imprisonment, from 1922 to 1924. After his release, he withdrew from politics for a time, preferring to travel India, working among the peasantry. But in 1930, he wrote the Declaration of Independence of India, and then led the Salt March in protest against the British monopoly on salt. This touched off acts of civil disobedience across India, and the British were forced to invite Gandhi to London for a Round-Table Conference.


  Although Gandhi received a warm welcome in England, the Conference foundered on the issue of how an independent India would deal with its Muslim minority, and Gandhi withdrew from public life again. But independence could not be long delayed. The Government of India Act (1935) surrendered significant amounts of power to Indians, and the Indian National Congress clamored for more. When World War II broke out, India erupted into violence, and many nationalist leaders, including Gandhi, went to prison. After the war, the new British government wanted to get India off its hands quickly. But Muhammed Ali Jinnah, the head of the Muslim League, demanded that a separate state be created for India's Muslims, and to Gandhi's great distress, the Congress leaders and the harried British agreed. August of 1947 saw India's attainment of independence–as well as its partition into two countries, India and Pakistan. However, neither measure served to solve India's problems, and the country immediately fell apart: Hindus and Muslims killed each other in alarming numbers while refugees fled toward the borders. Heartbroken, Gandhi tried to calm the country, but to no avail. He was assassinated by a Hindu nationalist in Delhi on January 30, 1948, and India mourned the loss of its greatest hero.


  Context


  When Mohandas Gandhi was born in western India in 1869, Europe ruled the world. The various colonial powers controlled huge territories in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East; chief among these powers was Britain, whose Queen Victoria gave the age its name. The British Empire ruled all of India, from present-day Pakistan in the west to present-day Burma in the east: this Indian dominion, or Raj, as they called it, was the brightest jewel in an empire that included Canada, Australia, much of Africa, and countless smaller territories.


  India was an ancient and proud civilization; in the Middle Ages, it had been far more powerful and civilized than Europeanpe. However, under the Mughal Dynasty in the 16th and 17th centuries its power had waned, and the Western powers had passed it by technologically, as the Industrial Revolution gave them an insurmountable edge in economic and military matters. The British did not so much conquer India as occupy a power vacuum, first under the auspices of the East India Company in the 17th century, which used British troops to protect and expand its trading sphere, and then under the British Crown after 1857. But the colonial empire that Britain (and France, and Germany, and others) had asserted across the less-developed world contained the seeds of its own downfall. In their loftier moments, the Europeanpean powers declared they were spreading civilization; but spreading civilization meant creating a class of educated people in their conquered lands, familiar with Western politics and power structures–a class that would soon rise up against them.


  Gandhi, who studied law in England, was a member of this class–although his distaste for modernity and his love of ancient India set him apart from most of his allies in the quest for independence. And just as Gandhi was a part of a larger class of rebels, the movement he led in India in the '20s and '30s was a part of a larger wave of independence movements that would spread throughout Asia and Africa in the aftermath of World War II. To some extent, the rise and ultimate triumph of these movements were inevitable: While the Indian nationalists were partially responsible for the fall of the British Empire, so too was World War I, in which the nations of Europeanpe bled themselves dry, in manpower and morale. After that crushing struggle, the cheerful optimism of the long British-dominated 19th century was gone. In its place emerged a suspicion of ideas like progress, a distaste for empire, and a diminished sense of national pride. While the Indians gained the will to seek independence, the British lost their will to hold their empire.


  The death knell of empire, however, came with World War II, when the Germans crushed Europeanpe flat and the Japanese showed that a "non-Western" nation could be a military power. The Cold War became the dominant political reality, with the United States and the Soviet Union as the two world powers. National independence movements gained momentum under this new order, for both superpowers gave at least lip service to "national liberation." When India gained its independence and Gandhi gained martyrdom in 1947 and '48, the country set an example that African and Asian leaders would follow to independence in the decades that followed. By 1970, only a century after Gandhi's birth, only a century after the peak of the British Empire, the era of colonialism was at an end.


  Important People, Terms, and Events


  People


  
    Aga Khan III - (1877-1957) Hereditary ruler of the Muslim Ismaili sect and general Muslim leader. Born into great power and wealth, the Aga Khan supported the British in India, and founded the All-India Muslim League in 1906.

  


  
    Winston Churchill - Prime Minister of England during World War II, and an obdurate foe of Indian independence

  


  
    Karamchand Gandhi - Gandhi's father, and a local politician. When Gandhi's family sent him to England after Karamchand's death, it was with the hope that he would follow in his father's footsteps.

  


  
    Nathuram Vinayuk Godse - A militant Hindu nationalist, and Gandhi's assassin

  


  
    G.K. Gokhale - A great Indian politician at the turn of the century, who befriended Gandhi

  


  
    Muhammed Ali Jinnah - Head of the Muslim League, and founder of Pakistan. He successfully demanded partition of India into Muslim and Hindu countries, an idea to which Gandhi was fundamentally opposed.

  


  
    Kasturbai - Gandhi's wife. They were married at the age of thirteen.

  


  
    Lord Mountbatten - The last Viceroy of India, he presided over the partition of the subcontinent.

  


  
    Jawaharlal Nehru - An Indian nationalist leader and friend to Gandhi, he became the first Prime Minister of India.

  


  
    Motilal Nehru - A leader in the Indian National Congress and Gandhi's ally, he was the father of Jawaharlal Nehru.

  


  
    Putlibai - Gandhi's mother. She died while he was in England.

  


  
    Raychandra - A Jain friend of Gandhi's, with whom he corresponded on matters of religion in the 1890s

  


  
    Jan Smuts - The Afrikaner President of the Transvaal, and Gandhi's opponent in his struggle against discrimination

  


  
    Leo Tolstoy - The Russian author whose works on pacifism had a profound effect on Gandhi

  


  Terms


  
    Ashram - An Indian word for a religiously-oriented, communal farm

  


  
    Bhagavad-Gita - One of the sacred texts of Hinduism, this long poem helped shape Gandhi's personal philosophy.

  


  
    Boer - Descendants of the Dutch settlers of South Africa, they struggled with the British for dominance of the region.

  


  
    Bombay - The great port of western India

  


  
    Brahmacharya - The renunciation of sex by a male Hindu. Gandhi committed himself to Brahmacharya, after some struggle, in 1906.

  


  
    British Empire - The vast collection of British-ruled territories that included, at Gandhi's birth, all of India.

  


  
    Caste - A caste is a social level or class. In Hindu India, the caste system is especially intricate and influential; under this system, a person is born into a specific caste and may never leave it. The castes span a wide range, the highest being the Brahmin caste, the lowest being the untouchables.

  


  
    Delhi - The capital of India under the Raj

  


  
    East India Company - The British trading company that dominated India in the 18th century.
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