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			Mahatma Gandhi


			Key information


			

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


					
Died: 30 January 1948 in Delhi (India).


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


	Indian independence.







			


			Introduction


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


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


		




		

			Biography
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			Photograph of Mahatma Gandhi.


			An English education


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


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


			An African adventure


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


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


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


			Return to India


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