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thoughts about the sins of untouchabilty evolved at his time, and he force-
fully argued that this orthodox Hindu discrimination must stop. “For the
sake of our souls, our own good, must we repent. ... what s the practical
solution? ... First, we must clearly realize that we have to attain not their
salvation but ours by treating them as equals, by admitting them t© our
schools, etc.” He had no s yet coined his brilliant new name for them,
Harijans (*Children of God™), but he insisted on integrating them into all
his ashram families and hoped that when India finally won frecdom a Hari-
jan would become its first president. That visionary dream was fulfiled
only afterfifty years of independence, when Harijan-born K. R. Narayanan
was clected India's tenth president in 1997.

Gandhi attended the annual Bombay Provincial Conference, held in
Ahmedabad, in late October 1916, and supported the election of Jinnah as
its president. “It has chosen as President a person who holds a respected
position .. a learned Muslim gentleman. ... I know the President’ job is
like walking on the edge of a sword. ... pray to God to grant him the nec-
essary strenth, wisdom and abiliy to guide the work of this conference.”2*
Gandhi spoke in Gujarati but Jinnah understood him very well. Immacu-
lately attired as the successful Lincolns Inn barrister he was, looking and
sounding far more British than Indian, Jinnah, though seven years younger
than Gandhi, had also been Gokhale’s poliical disciple and two years ear-
lier had led a Congress deputation to Secretary of State Lord Crewe in Lon-
don. His provincial Congress election and his brilliant success in uniting
Congress and the Muslim League, the biggest Islamic association, over
which he presided, on a joint platform of national demands by year's end
positioned him uniquely as India’s candidate to lead the nation o full do-
minion status afer the end of World War 1.

‘That December Gandhi presided over the All-India Common Script
and Common Language Conference, insiting that Hindi should be India’s
common language, fecling now that whenever he spoke English, “I am
committing a sin.”2s He also attended the Lucknow Congress and argued
that unless Congress business was conducted in Hindi, rather than Fnglish,
Swaraj was not possible. *In provincial maters, the provincial languages
may be used,” he conceded. “But national questions ought to be deliber-
ated in the national language only." That change alone would suffice to
climinate leaders like Jinnah from the national sporlight. Gandhi also at-
tended the Muslim League meeting to move a resolution proresting ill-
treatment of Indians in the colonics, and when President Jinnah called
‘upon him to speak, Gandhi told him and his followers that they should all
speak only in Urdu. He also urged them to take geeater interest in reading
“Hindu lterature™ and “not be afraid of the Government because it was in
the nature of Englishmen to bow before the strong and ride over the
weak.”? For Jinnah, who was more of an Englishman than Gandhi had
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gal force to enrich themselves at the expense of the ryots.™ He asked Maf-
fey to place this matee before the viceroy, requesting that he appoint an
dependent commission of inguiry to investigate this matter.

“Thus Gandhi launched his first Satyagraha campaign on Indian soil.
Before he could be jailed, however, instructions from the lieutenant gov-
ernor of Bihar were sent to the district magistrate to release Gandhi and
offer him faciites and official assistance in carrying ou his investigation.
Charlie Andrews and Pearson as wel as Henry Polak had all been hard at
work, talking to their friends in Calcuta, Allshabad, and Simla, and both
Congress and Muslim League leaders were active on his behalf. “The work
here is enormous,” Gandhi wrote to Mahatma Munshiram, who had just
changed his name to Swami Shraddhanand. “Tyranny, by God'sgrace, will
end.”32 He now expected to remain in Champaran for at least four months.
Each day he visited indigo workers in their villsge homes, and he and his
assistants recorded their statements about the hard working conditions
they were forced to suffer.

‘What Gandhi soon discovered, of course, was that this exploitation of
Indian peasants by planters and large landowners was hardly limited to one
distict of Bihar. He was not ready, however, to lead a nationwide Satya-
graha against rural inequities and violations of law. Adhering to the fixed
rule of Satyagraha he had established in South Africa, he never expanded
his original goal, focusing his yoic powers instead on the single target he
had chosen. “No stone s being left unturncd,” Gandhi reporced, even as he
acknowledged his limited goal in doing so.> “The desire i by inviing the
Government to deal with the planters firmly, to avoid the publication of a
report which is bound to stagger India.” But when he turned over those
heavy *stones" in Bihar, multiple social problems swiftly emerged—from
starving children forced to work all day instead of receiving minimal ed-
ucation, to women suffering every indignity of the poor and helpless, to
misshapen men, bent low and disfigured by goiter growths, 0 timid to
complain of the virtual slavery in which they were kept.

“The indigo planters did their worst to “quash the mission,” intimidat-
ing their ryots, warning them not o tesify, bullying most, bribing some.
Yet they were unable to stop the full revelation released by Gandhi's pres-
ence and personal fearlessness. As he had suggested to the viceroy, an
dependent commission to be chaired by Sir Frank Sly was soon appointed
by Lieutenant Governor Sir Edward Gait, who invited Gandhi to be a
member. Gandhi naturally agreed to serve, and though physical intim-
idation, including arson, was used by several of the worst planters to derail
the commission's work, the findings were fai, abolishing the system of ex-
ploitative “slavery” (tinkathia system) that for almost a century had forced
ryots to work without compensation for their planter landlords.

“Here, 1 am being showered with love,” Gandhi reported to Maganlal
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ever been, the last two bits of gratuitous advice must have sounded singu-
larly offensive.

‘Gandhi spent most of his ime, however,at his ashram. His second son,
Manilal, had been living with him at the Sabarmati Ashram, but early in
1917 they argued over Manilal's inability to adhere o all of his vows, so
Bapu sent him back to Africa. It was more painful for me to let you go
than it was, perhaps, for you to go,” he wrote his twenty-four-year-old son.
“But I have often to make my heart harder than steel, for I think that to be
i your interest. "2t Soon after a despondent Manilal reached Phoenix he
g0t 50 sick that he could do no work. So Gandhi wrote again, this time to
prescribe “proper treatment for your cough. . .. deep breathing and a tea-
spoonful of olive oil will suffice. . .. It can be taken . .. mixed with a to-
mato. If you can give up tea, coffee and cocoa, that will help. ... Keep up
your studies in the way 1 have shown you. Do not give up doing sums.
The same about Sanskri also necessary to form the habit of read-
ing Gujarati books. .. All this will b easy if you ... get over the habit of
day-dreaming.”

Several indigo laborers and their lawyers had appealed to Gandhi dur-
ing the Lucknow Congress, begging him to come to Champaran Distrit in
what is now Bihar State to help the miserably exploited peasants there,
who cultivated the rich blue dye plan indigo in the shadows of the Hima-
layas. Gandhi decided to undertake the long railway journey east, across
most of north India, from Ahmedabad to Champaran, in late March of
1917, He then met the indigo workers and heard their complaints of vio-
lent treatment as well as shameless exploitation by brutal indigo planters.
He was granted an interview by the Division's Commissioner Barriste L. F.
Morshead, who “proceeded to bully me . .. and advised me forthwith o
leave.”2 Inured to such treatment, Gandhi wasted no more time with that
narrow-minded official.

Soon after leaving Morshead's office, Gandhi wrote to cousin Magan-
lal: “An order to leave the District has been served upon me and I have re-
fused t0 obey. ... Itis likely that a warrant of arest ... will be served upon
me any moment.”? He was arrested on his way to a village to carry out his
interrogation of agrieved peasants there. “To go to jail here under such
circumstancesis a geeat joy to me,” he wrote Maganlal again. “It suggests
an auspicious outcome.” He informed District Magistrate W. B. Heycock
that he had no intention of leaving his district or paying any fine. Then
from the district magistrate’s office he wrote Viceroy Lord Chelmsford’s
Private Secretary Maffey:

“Ihave come to this distrct to learn for myself whether there s truth in
the allegations of the ryots [peasants] against the planters.” Gandhi ex-
plained that his motive was humanitarian national service. The evidence he
had been given to examine convinced him that the planters had used “ille-
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1917 unil his sudden death in 1942 remained Gandhi’ trusted secretary
and virtual “son,” his “right and lefc hands” as Kasturba emotionally
called him when she learned of his death.

After his success in Champaran, Gandhi returned to his Gujarat Ash-
ram, and in November 1917 presided over the first Gujarat Political Con-
ference at Godhra, “Only when men, fired with the belief that service i the
highest religion, come forward in great numbers, can we hope to see great
results,” he told his large audience. “Fortunately, India is richly endowed
with the religious spirit, and ... when sages and saints take up this work, [
believe India will achieve her cherished aims.”*

Recent events gave him cause for sounding optimistic. Annie Besant
had just been released from jail, and Morley’s protégé at the India Office,
the new secretary of state, Edwin Samuel Montagu, was on his way o In-
dia for a personal visi to decide how Britain’s Cabinet might try to satisfy
Indian demands for dominion status after the wa. It must be remembered
that to British liberals, as t0 all Indian moderates, Swaraj meant dominion
status, not total independence or home rule. A joint Congress-Muslim
League deputation, led by Jinnah, with whom Montagu was mos im-
pressed, would call upon him and Viceroy Chelmsford. Gandhi also et
Montagu, who however, found him too “unworldly” and too ill<clad to
take seriously. Gandhi did not, of course, consider Jinnah's Lucknow Pact
€0 be Swaraj, only “a great step towards” it. Yet even the Swaraj that Mrs.
Besant and Congress radicals like Tilak talked about was “foreign” to
‘Gandhi, a Western import, replete with a modern army and heavy industry.
“Ifeel that India’s mission i different from that of other councries. India is
fitted for the religious supremacy of the world [and|] has litle use for steel
‘weapons,” he stated. “Other nations have been votaries of brute force. ...
India can conquer all by soul-force.”

At the Gujarat Social Conference, also held in Godhra, Gandhi de-
claimed most forcefully against the “sin,” the “great crime,” as he called it,
of untouchability. “The untouchables must not be considered as falling
outside Hinduism. .. . This religion, i it can be called such, stinks in my
nostrils..... I shall put up a lone fight,if need be, against this hypocrisy.”*
He would later launch Satyagraha against untouchability and undertook a
fast unto death rather than accepring the idea, insisting that Harijans were
pure Hindus.

Monetary contributions flowed into Gandhi's Sabarmati Ashram
throughout 1917, and in January of 1918, while he was back in Cham-
paran, trying to better educate the peasants there, especiall in caring for
their cattle, he suddenly thought of how potentially dangerous it might be
0 keep s0 much money in his own name. He knew the British government
could become vindictive when faced with policical challenges t0 its survival.
As he wrote to Maganlal, s fury then will be almost unbearable. . .
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from Bihar This carly adventure in remorte, rural Bihar induced Gandhi
to rewurn there in the final anguished years of his life, sceking again that
shower of love, those glorious highs he experienced in his first victorious
scruggle, waged in India’s epic heartland of Rama and Sita, where the myth-
ical golden age of righteousness, Ram Rajya (“Rama’s Rule”), was born.

Tn the summer of 1917, the governor of Madras arrested Annie Besant,
who had started her own Home Rule League. The charge against her was
sedition, and by arresting her the governor turned her from a nuisance into
a martyr and national hero. Shortly after her release, Mrs. Besant was
chosen 1o preside over the annual session of Congess that December.
Gandh's reaction affords a glimpse into his own evolving strategy. In July
Gandhi wrote to warn the viceroy that Mrs. Besant’s arrest was “a big
blunder.” He stated, “Many of us have respectfully differed from Mrs. Be-
sant but all have recognised her powers and devorion. ... I plead with all
the carestness 1 can command . . . to acknowledge the blunder . . . with-
draw the orders of internment and to declare that the country has the right
0 carry on any propaganda thatis . . . totall free from violence.” Failure
0 reverse her internment, Gandhi feared, would result in the spread of a
“cult of violence,” which, he said, his life was dedicated to preventing. *I
have presented to the youths and o Indians in general . . . a better and
more effective method and that is the method of soul force or truth force or
love force. .. It involvesself-sufering and that alone. .. No government
in the world can afford continually to imprison or molest innocent men.”S

In a letcer to his Danish Christian friend Esther Facring, Gandhi ex-
panded on this argument while answering questions she raised concerning
Jesus’ nonviolence: “I think the command of Jesus is unequivocal. All ki
ing s bad. .. . He whois filled with pity for the snake and does not fear him
will not Kill him. . . This state of innocence i the one we must reach. But
only a few can reach it. .. . A nation o be in the right can only fight with
soul-force. Such a nation has stll to be born. I had hoped that India was
that nation. I fear T was wrong. The utmost | expect of India is that she may
become a great restraining force.”

“That August Gandhi met young Mahadev Desai, who was to become
his personal secretary and disciple for the next quarter century. “I have
found in you just the type of young man for whom I have been searching
for the last two years,” Gandhi told him, ater watching him for three days.
“I have spoken like this only to three persons before . . . Mr. Polak, Miss
Schlesin, and Shri Maganlal .. for I have found three outstanding qualities
in you. They are regularity, fidelity and intelligence.”” Thirty-three-year-
old Mahadev was so amazed and flatered that he barely knew what to say,
whispering that Gandhi had as yet scen nothing he had written or “done.”
But Gandhi confidently replied that he could “judge people in a very short
time.” He was, of course, quite right about Desai, who from November of
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schools there and distribute medicines to ryots for diseases like malaria.
His mind was focused on the Satyagraha about to begin first in Ahmeda-
bad, next in Kheda District.

His compassionate friend and ashram benefactor, Anasuyabehn Sara-
bhai, the unmarried sister of Ahmedabad millionare mill owner Ambalal
Sarabhai, urged him t0 help her brother's poor employees to earn fairer
wages. Those workers, faced with wartime inflation, found it impossible to
feed their familis adequately, even working full time. “Why should not the
mill-owners feel happy paying a litle more to the workers?” Gandhi ques-
tioned Ambalal in a letter dated December 1917, “There is only one roal
£0ad to remove their discontent ... binding them with the silken thread of
love, Gandhi argued, adding that Anasuyabehn's suffering placed her
brother “under a double obligation: to please the workers and carn a
sister’ blessings.”# Ambalal did not quite sce it Gandhi's way, considering
him a double “meddles,” intruding in his business as well as his family af-
fairs, wishing he would keep his protruding cars and intruding nose out
of both.

On February 8, 1918, Gandhi told the workers who wanted an in-
crease in wages from 50 percent to 60 percent not to expect that much “all
at once.” He advised them to be paient and to wait for an arbiteation com-
mittee, upon which he agreed to serve, to investigate the matter and pro-
pose an appropriate solution t0 this labor dispute. After addressing their
economic concerns, he gave them more personal advice. “Lean to be
clean” and get rid of your “various addictions,” Gandhi told the workers,
urging them to see that their children all got an education.*s He and two
others—one a fellow Gujarati lawyer, Vallabhbhai Patel, who was to be-
come his strongest Satyagraha licutenant and most devoted political dis-
ciple—agreed to serve on the arbitration committee. Comparing the Ah-
medabad wages (o pay carned by comparable mill workers in Bombay, they
concluded that a raise of 35 percent was appropriate. Ambalal and his fel-
Tow mill owners disagreed. Offering only 20 percent more, they promptly
locked out all their weavers after they rejected that offer as insuffcient. The
lockout began on February 22, 1918, and continued for twenty-one days.
Gandhi spoke daily to all the striking workers, reminding them of their
pledges never to resort to violence or seck alms, training them in the tech-
niques of selfsuffering essential to waging Satyagraha and the peaceful res-
olution of any dispute. Addressing them under a giant babul tree on the
bank of the Sabarmati, he argued, “Workers have no money but they pos-
sess a wealth superior t0 money—they have their hands,their courage and
their fear of God."

He taught them how best t0 busy themselves during the strike, so as
not to weaken or turn to harmul habits like gambling or sleeping all day.
He urged them to learn cabinetmaking or tailoring, or some subsidiary oc-
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‘mention this to remind you o be carefal that in the storm that will follow
we do not lose, whether in our wisdom or folly, the money that we have re-
ceived for the Ashram. . . . there should be nothing in my name, at any
place. Keep everything in your name. . .. The amounts that will be trans-
ferred to your name will not become your property, but will be treated as
donations in aid of our activities." Gandhi' practical wisdom and eco-
nomic shrewdness s rarely revealed as clearly as in this letter to his
cousin—manager of the ashram. Indeed, in that same letter he comments
on the importance of this ashram’s focus on its hand loom production of
cloth. Wartime inflation had more than doubled the price of cotton cloth in
the preceding six months, more than justfying focusing so intently on the
value of hand spinning and weaving.

‘Gandhi now contemplated launching three different Satyagraha strug-
gles: one in the Kheda (or Kaira) district of Gujarat over excessive land
revenue demands by the British collector there; another on behalf of the
mill hands in Ahmedabad; and a third to convince the viceroy o release
two outspoken radical Muslim brothers, Shaukat and Mohamed Ali,jailed
for “seditious” writings and soon to be adopted by Gandhi as his own
“brothers.” Gandhi hoped by his fragile bond of brotherhood with Shau-
kat and Mohamed Ali to bridge the deep doctrinal differences dividing
Hinduism from Islam and forge a single nation, uniting the some 300 mil-
lion adherents to India’s two great religions. But his bridge of brotherhood
so carefully constructed with Shaukat and Mohamed collapsed just a few
years later, when they both lost faith i him.

‘Gandhi would have better luck at adopting sons than brothers: in such
a spiri did Mahadev Desai join the ashram, as did Vinoba Bhave, “India’s
Walking Saint.”1 Vinoba had taken the Brahmacharya vow at the age of
ten and was a genius at mastering languages as well as his own passions,
fiest conquering Sanskrit and memorizing the Bhagavad Gita, then learning,
a new language every year of his long life by reading the Gita in various
translations. “A hercules, a Samson!” Gandhi called young Vinoba, who
was to remain his most saindly disciple.% “Your love and your character
fascinate me,” Gandhi wrote Vinoba in February of 1918. Calling him
“son,” Gandhi went on to state, “In my view a father is, in fact, a father
only when he has a son who surpasses him in virtue. . . . This is what you
have [done]. ... May God grant you long lfe, and use you for the uplift of
India.™ Vinobaji devoted his three decades after the assassination of his
Mahatma to Sarvodaya (“The Uplift of All”), launching a series of socially
revolutionary movements across India, from his “Gift of Land” (Bhoodan)
t0 “Gift of Life” (Jivandan) reforms. His saintly lfe and the impact of his
social reforms remain one of Gandhis greatest legacies to modern India.

Gandhi thus inspired younger leaders and prepared them for the com-
ing struggle, leaving Kasturba in Champaran to help organize village
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cupation to help them earn a livelihood, to study languages, and to repair
and clean their own houses or compounds. Such occupational therapy
helped to lift their sagging spirits. Gandhi vowed to help “feed and clothe”
the striking workers if any or all of them were reduced to starvation” dur-
ing the lockout. Anasuyabehn remained faithful to her promise to stand by
the strikers as well. On March 1, 1918, he wrote a *Dear Friend” letter to
Ambalal Sarabhai:

If you succeed, the poor, already suppressed, . . . will be more abject
than ever and the impression will have been confirmed that money can sub-
due everyone. .. s it your desire ... that the workers be reduced t0 utter
submission? Do you not see that in your failure lie your success, that your
success is fraught with danger for you? . . . Kindly look deep into your
heart,listen to the seill small voice within and obey it, I pray you.t”

‘He would much later address several viceroys and prime ministers in
exactly the same way, always treating those opposing him in any struggle
he launched as a “Dear Friend.” Gandhi never tired of pleading with the
opposition to change course or abandon stubborn adherence to falschood
and evil ways. The sweet reasonableness of his arguments softened the
hardest of hearts, and if it did not immediately lead to victory, it often di-
minished the length of each struggle and at times even achieved conversions
to goodness and a recognition of the truth of his arguments.

As the strike went into it third week Gandhi visited the homes of the
ocked-out workers, finding flth and improper ventilation in all and dirtin
the narrow alleys of the impoverished quarter near the closed mill. The
weavers’ children wore ragged and filthy clothes and none of them went to
school. Pained a the extreme poverty he witessed, Gandhi realized that
even if the workers’ wages were doubled, their lives would remain
wretched. These Gujarati Hindus he served in his own beloved Ahmedabad
were as poor and miserable as many he had seen in Champaran. The
deeper he probed into the subsoil of India’s sociery, the more seemingly in-
curable the illnesses he uncovered.

On March 12 the owners lified their lockout and tried to lure the strik-
ing workers back to their mills by repeating their offer to raise wages by 20
percent. Gandhi firmly rejected the offer, again insisting on 35 percent,
keeping the oath he had asked every striker to take. In another attempt to
divide and conguer, Ambalal invited Gandhi to move into his house that
same day; Gandhi refused even to consider doing 5o as long as the struggle
continued. Some workers, of course, were tempted to return to the now
open mill and Ambalal charged that they were being forcibly prevented
from doing so, supposedly intimidated by bullies. But Gandhi offered per-
sonally to escort any striker to work, if he asked for such protection. None
dids all remained faithful o their pledges.

Three days later, Gandhi heard that some of the strikers complained

(941





