
Mohandas Ghandi 

“If you are afraid of committing a mistake, you are afraid of doing anything at all.” 

Mohandas Ghandi is known as the father of the non-violent protest movement that not only won 
independence for the nation of India, but inspired non-violent protests worldwide to gain people their rights 
and independence. He led from both an emotional and spiritual center within himself. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. inspired by Mohandas’ leadership launched a campaign to win civil rights for African Americans in the 
1960’s.  

Born in Porbandar, Gujarat, India in 1869, in a caste system, he had severe problems in relating to others.  
He had no outstanding qualities that would hint at his future greatness. His incredible shyness and lack of 
confidence crippled him in social situations. He ran home from school every day to avoid contact with 
others. He was known for being very unpleasant. Plagued with irrational fears, he slept with a night light on 
throughout his childhood even into his teenage years. As was the custom of his culture, he was married at 
age thirteen. His wife found him impatient domineering and jealous. 

After, Mohandas graduated from high school, he went to college to study medicine. His dream was to 
become a doctor. He failed every course he took and came home in shame. His parents felt that he had no 
future in India, so he was sent to England to study law.  He painstakingly shopped for the right clothes to fit 
in but on his arrival in England, he became a standout laughingstock to everyone.  His choice of fashion 
was so out of place that everyone made fun of him. He didn’t speak English as well as he thought he could 
and so he felt headed for another sure failure. He applied himself, though, to his studies and tired to become 
more British than his fellow students. He studied hard and learned new languages. Although his funds soon 
began to run out, he moved to a cheaper room and saved what money he had left. He began to swap the 
heavy British food everyone ate for a dimple vegetarian diet. This choice would benefit him in years to 
come. 

After passing his bar exam, he practiced law unsuccessfully in India for two years. He was so nervous and 
unprepared that at his first court trial, he handed his briefs to an assistant and fled the court room. In 1893 
he went to South Africa, where he was later joined by his wife and children. There he became a successful 
lawyer and leader of the Indian community and involved himself in the fight to end discrimination against 
the country's Indian minority. In South Africa he read the works of philosophical authors, drawing 
inspiration from such sources as the Bhagavad-Gita, Henry David Thoreau, Leo Tolstoy and Ralph Waldo 
Emerson and his personal philosophy underwent significant changes. It was there that he chose to cast off 
Western ways and take on a simple life. He later wrote, “I had learnt the true practice of law. I had learnt to 
find out the better side of human nature and enter men’s hearts.” This illustrated a change in his life that 
would set him on a course for destiny. 

Mohandas began to take stands against oppression by non-violent means.  He began to deal with British 
governmental officials as equals instead of superiors. So successful were Ghandi’s activities that he 
received an agreement from the South African government that promised the alleviation of anti-Indian 
discrimination. In 1915 he returned to India as a national hero. During World War I Mohandas supported 
the British government because he wanted to see Indian independence and felt their victory would move 
history in that direction. Following the war, he led the movement to seek Indian independence. He was 
given the title “Mahatma” (meaning great soul) which reflected personal prestige so high that he could 
unify the diverse elements of the organization of the nationalist movement, the Indian National Congress, 
which he dominated starting in the early 1920s. 

In 1930, in protest against the British government's salt tax, he led the famous 200 mile march to extract 
salt from the sea. For this he was imprisoned but was released in the next year to attend the London Round 
Table Conference on India as the lone representative of the Indian National Congress. When the National 
Congress refused to embrace his complete program, Gandhi withdrew, but his influence was so great that 
Jawaharlal Nehru, his protégé, was named leader of the organization. He led a nationwide campaign for the 
alleviation of the poor, liberation of Indian women, for brotherhood amongst communities of differing 
religions and ethnicity, for an end to untouchability and caste discrimination, and for the economic self-
sufficiency of the nation, but above all for the independence of India from foreign domination. 



In 1942, after rejection of his offer to cooperate with Great Britain in World War II if the British would 
grant immediate independence to India, Gandhi launched the Quit India movement. He was then 
imprisoned until 1944. Gandhi was a major figure in the postwar conferences with the viceroy, Lord 
Mountbatten, and Muslim League leader Muhammad Ali Jinnah that led to India's independence and the 
carving out of a separate Pakistan under Muslim rule, although Gandhi vigorously opposed the partition. 

When violence broke out between Hindus and Muslims, Gandhi resorted to fasts and tours of disturbed 
areas to check it. On Jan. 30, 1948, while holding a prayer and pacification meeting at New Delhi, he was 
fatally shot by a Hindu fanatic who was angered by Gandhi's solicitude for the Muslims. After his death, 
his methods of nonviolent civil disobedience were adopted by protagonists of civil rights in the United 
States (notably led by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.) and by many non-violent protest movements throughout 
the world. 
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