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Abstract

Taking cue from Arundhati Roy’s claim that, “[Gandhi] was misrepresented as a part of
the master narrative in history”, the paper attempts to deconstruct the popular narrative
surrounding the saint-like cultural status of Mahatma Gandhi. In the first part, the paper
strives to identify the deification of Gandhi in novels like Raja Rao’s Kanthapura, where
Gandhi has been impersonated as an ‘avatar’ and in Mulk Raj Anand’s Untouchable, where
he has been portrayed as a purist. In the later segment, it examines the institutionalisation
of Gandhi post-independence and the political benefit extracted out of it by the upper
section of the then-contemporary caste fuelled power-dynamics. Further, the paper seeks
to debunk the ‘myth’ that is ‘Gandhi’, concentrating on the debates between Gandhi and
Ambedkar on casteism, Gandhi and Tagore on nationalism, and the politics behind the

(mis)representation of Gandhi in post-independent India.
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Hobsbawm!. Precursors to every modern nation are stories about its past and

the present —stories full of invention, exclusion and exaggeration - which help
forge a ‘national consciousness’. In the post-independence era there has always been a
sharp bipolar division in the ideology of political formations. When in power both these
factions have tried to weave more of fantasy than history into the psyche of the masses. It
becomes imminent for the ruling class to create a demigod out of some popular figure, in
order to stay on its hot seat. This paper seeks to interrogate the frailties of such a ‘deified
exemplar’, whose worshipful mass acceptance overpowered his shortcomings. In a bid to
excavate the forgotten, the paper unravels the socio-political agenda that heaped praises on
a certain individual whose views on casteism and nationhood can be put under the scanner.
At a juncture, when the perception of Gandhian politics (of protest as well as policies) is
viable and claims accountability for the struggle that has questioned the state machinery
itself, his ‘Mahatma’ status requires rexamination. Delving deep into the matter one needs
to understand the prelude to Gandhi’s rise in Indian politics post-independence which is
only possible by seeing in retrospect the political journey of Gandhi.

(( Nations without a past are contradictions in terms,” wrote historian Eric

Arrival from South Africa: Scrutinising the Political Journey of Gandhi in India.

“Boer women understood that their religion required them to suffer in order to
preserve their independence, and therefore, patiently and cheerfully endured all
hardships... they starved, they suffered biting cold and scorching heat. Sometimes a soldier
intoxicated with liquor or maddened by passion might even assault these unprotected
women. Still the brave women did not flinch.”ii Even with such an obvious mis-glorification
of women in his memoirs concerning the South African war, Gandhi was accepted into the
political fold of the Congress as the ‘Mahatma’. Gandhi termed the natives as “kaffirs”
(black skins) of South Africa and demanded a separate treatment for the Indians, his reason
being a difference in hierarchical superiority. His admiration for the British government in
South Africa was born out of his firm belief in the Hindu caste hierarchy, the draconian
power structure of Indian society. Gandhi’s ideals were firmly laid upon the politics of
exclusion.
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With the passage of time Gandhi’s popularity grew, and he became the sole leader of
the Indian masses, while even representing them at the British office. Although he was
getting heavily involved in organising mass movements against the British in the
subcontinent, they were directed towards advocating ‘home rule’ and achieving ‘dominion
status’, instead of Purna Swarajiii

By 1929, Gandhi was far beyond any criticism due to his public stature. With the
submission of the Simon Commission Report, the colonisers initiated the Round Table
conferences to deliberate the structure of the Indian polity, where delegates representing
all sections of the Indian society of the times were present. Tempers flew between Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar and Mahatma Gandhi at the second Round Table Conference, as the latter did
not want separate electorates for the untouchables!. In the next conference, the authorities
made Gandhi the sole representative of the Congress, where he vehemently opposed the
idea of separate dalit representation. Later in another political turnaround Gandhi and
Jinnah, a fine line was drawn between separate electorates and the reservation of seats." In
a letter to the Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald in September 1932, Gandhi wrote: “In the
establishment of separate electorates at all for the ‘depressed classes’, | sense the injection
of poison that is calculated to destroy HinduismVi.” Farsighted as he was, Gandhi sensed the
immense danger looming over HinduismVii. In order to win back the confidence of the dalits
he began touring India, preaching against untouchability, “and [what he] did effectively,
was to rub balm on injuries that were centuries old.”viii The name Harijans, given to the
untouchables by Gandhi, was a part of his politics to incorporate them into mainstream
Hinduism, which was an act of outright sectarianism.ix

Unable to be multicultural in the truest sense, the exclusive nature of Gandhi’s
politics emerged during his stand on the Khilafat Movement. “Gandhi ignored voices
coming from the Indian Muslim community. There were many Indian Muslims who did not
support the Khilafat movement. Sir Sayed Ahmed Khan had distinguished sharply between
the political realm and the religious realm declaring the two to be separate. He also said
that a Caliph is the Caliph only of his own territory and there is no universal Caliphate.
What Gandhi did was to legitimize Islamic identity over other ties and give a boost to the
pan-Islamic identity. He ignored the sects of syncretic Islam that had risen in the Indian
subcontinent. There were also a growing number of secular Muslims. But Gandhi ignored
them in favour of religious mullahs.”*iThis event led to the marginalization of the secular
group within the Muslim community and communalised national politics.

During this megalomaniac hunt for supremacy in the British-Indian polity, Gandhi writes in
Harijan on 18t April 1940: “If majority of the Muslims of this country maintain that they
are a different nation and there is nothing common with the Hindus and other
communities, there is no force on the earth that can alter their view. And if on that basis,
they demand partition that must be carried out. If Hindus dislike it, they may oppose it.”xii
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Gandhi being the ‘Mahatma’ could have taken upon himself a higher role to stop the
partition that bothers the Indian subcontinent even today.

Judging Gandhi historically*v would have reduced the Mahatma into a flawed
identity. Indians began deifying him with a saintly status, as the world took him for a
timeless phenomenon, which single-handedly silenced the British colonial agency. Gandhi
as a myth was propounded through literaturex’, while he remained the face of Indian
politics with Congress in power.xVi

From Mohandas to Mahatma: Deifying Gandhi in Literature.

Indian writings in English were greatly influenced by Gandhian principles giving
birth to Gandhian literature, as K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar writes, “Gandhi is too big to be given
a minor role...”xvii With the rising nationalistic sentiments among the Indians, Gandhi was
soaring high with unequalled mass popularity as the masses imagined him to be their
saviour. The popular imagination of saintly Gandhi was juxtaposed with the image of
politician Gandhi, which was further sanctified through the novels of Raja Rao and Mulk Raj
Anand, where he has been referred to as the avatar.xvii

Raja Rao deals with Gandhi in a lion’s share of his writings of which Kanthapura has
been his masterpiece. In Kanthapura, he discusses Gandhi through the harikathaxix
tradition. Rao eradicates the use of foreign goods through the commandments laid down by
the Mahatma, he further writes in Kanthapura about an ignorant pathan trying to kill the
Mahatma for he thinks he is a covetous man. Not only the pathan fails to kill him, but also
undergoes a characteristic change as the saintly Mahatma touches his body. This incident
clearly refers to the biblical story of Jesus Christ healing a man possessed by a demon in
Capernaum*,

In Untouchable, the process of deification is carried forward as Mulk Raj Anand
describes a scene, where Bakha along with others is in anticipation for the Mahatmaxxi. Rao
and Anand find themselves on the same plane as Kanthapura defines Gandhi as - “...a saint,
the Mahatma, a wise man and a soft man...”, while Untouchable considers Gandhi to be -
...a saint, that he was an avatar (incarnation) of the gods Vishnu and Krishna.” Composed
pre-independence, the descriptions from the text acted as the signifier for Gandhi. The
signified was a ‘Mahatma’ whom - “..no sword could cut ..no bullet could pierce ...no fire
could scorch...” The question which remains pertinent post-independence is that, how far
has Gandhi been successful in uniting a divided country like India in the long run.
Answering this question tempts us to assess Gandhi’s definition of a pluralist state - where
people from different cultures, ideologies, and religions would co-exist.
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Gandhi: A post time phenomenon or?

The assassination of Gandhi in 1948 unravelled, probably for the first time, the god-
like status that he had been conferred, either for justifying the supremacy of an individual
or for cultivating a sense of godliness within the narration of purity, the Indian nation talks
about and calls for. Indian National Congress consequentially had to confront emerging
right wing extremism along with the underground communist movements that gained
momentum in the ‘Long March’ and the creation of PRC. To alienate themselves from the
political discourse of violence as the mechanism to uproot zamindars and feudal lords, to
substantiate the peace call earlier made by Gandhi for pacifying the demands of unrest in
the days of Partition and to sustain on its ‘Safety Valve’ logic, INC categorically upheld the
image of Gandhi and made a saint out of a political activist.

The image of Gandhi (without Mohandas), was carved out in the sacramental
order=ii, where the multitude believed and followed the ‘Father of the Nation’ and
culturally imbibed the sign ‘Gandhi’. In the post ‘A glory has past’*iii scenario ‘Gandhi’ was
reduced to a background image on which the Nehruvian Congress could fall back in search
of cultural credibility and in order to find a nation-wide unified spiritual solace for better
political score.

India progressed on the lines of ‘socialism’, pertinent to the agenda of the Congress
in its Avadi resolution of 1955%iv and with this aspiration it introduced the term in the
Preamble of Indian Constitution. In an attempt to counter Congress’s wave of invincibility
in the late 1980s the RSS led Jana Sangh though declared its adherence to ‘Gandhian
Socialism’, it was in definitive sense a political farce as Gandhi introduced the dialect of
religion and religious purity over politics (according to Perry Anderson) while socialism
spoke of just the opposite.

India, as a nation, has witnessed a lot of agitations and movements against the state
machinery. Some of these movements have openly declared its ideological adherence to
Gandhism and have gained mass acceptance. But the fact that calls for scrutiny is how much
of this adherence has worked positively in making a shrewd politically correct common
personality into such an entity where his models are placed in temples.xv

From JP’s ‘total revolution™vi to Irom Chanu Sharmila’s ahimsa*i, from Babu
Jagjivan Ram’s movement to Anna Hazare’s Lokpal agitation®viii, all these upheavals have
some relevance to the Gandhian style of movements. In organising their respective
movements, these personalities banked heavily on Gandhian philosophy. Events such as
these contributed to the supra-human image of Mahatma Gandhi in post-independent
modern India.
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While debunking the construct of Gandhi in the present era one needs to seek an
answer to the question why the old and meek image of Gandhi always crops up in mass
psyche whenever the name or the social code ‘Gandhi’ is used?

In an attempted rebuttal of the above question the political economy of the semi-
deification of Gandhi must be acknowledged. Thus the structuration of the social codes by
the power machinery must be minutely analysed. Gandhi in modern India has undergone a
modification of appearance, with the current similar to that of Christ - the Messiah. This
phenomenon is an outcome of a politically motivated process, where the state and media in
a joint collaboration have used the hyperreal cultural space to inject a dose of over-
emotionalism. And further has been successful in creating and sustaining the simulacrum.

A deeper move towards the unravelling of the myth would require the
understanding of the Indian political turmoil post-emergency period. The reason behind
would be simple as during emergency era it became important for the opposition to cling
onto any matter that would help to apprehend the public imagination. With the rise of the
Janta Party in the hands of Jayaprakash Narayan (JP) who was then towards the end of his
political career, had envisaged of “a free progressive and Gandhian India”**x in his
propaganda (which he later revealed).

The Indian imagination has always responded to signs signifying the Mahatma in its
signifier with devotional ecstasy. Anna Hazare being the latest to fashion himself with a
Gandhi-like aura, found a way to permeate into the Indian belief system by imbibing the
already structured codes making him the closest impression of Gandhi in neoliberal India.
Events like fast unto death launched by Anna Hazare and Irom Sharmila, JP’s concept of
total revolution, Babu Jagjivan’s inspiration of the Dalits to join mainstream society became
a symbolic representation of the Gandhian hangover in India. Gandhi - the myth and its
philosophy, was always an ideological space for our leaders to bank upon for a greater
political support.

Gandhi’s contribution as a freedom fighter and his urge in political activism had
been an integral part of the Indian freedom struggle. Taking cue from Arundhati Roy’s
claim that, “[Gandhi] was misrepresented as a part of the master narrative in history”, it
becomes pertinent to judge Gandhi in his totality. Popularly known as the “Father of the
Nation”, ‘Mahatma’s’ larger than life figure almost becomes a parody of ‘Gandhi’. Ironically
the patriarchal concept, the fatherhood in ‘Father of the Nation’ captures the stint of
patriarchy in Gandhi. According to Kumari Jayawardena, “Gandhi's ideal woman was the
mythical Sita, the self-sacrificing, monogamous wife of the Ramayana, who guarded her
chastity and remained loyal to Rama in spite of many provocations. Sita was promoted as

the model for Indian women.” In Kanthapura too Raja Rao places women on the fringes of
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the freedom struggle, refusing to share the centre stage, although they suffer equally in the
hands of the British Raj-like men.

Gandhi’s concept of nationhood lashes out ironically at the ‘Father of the Nation’
with Partha Chatterjee writing about anti-colonial nationalism, “The most powerful as well
as the most creative results of the nationalist imagination in Asia and Africa are posited not
on an identity but rather on a differencexx..” Gandhi failed to recognise multiplicity and
forced homogeneity onto Indians by serving the masses with capsules of nationalism,
uniting them only to be disintegrated from time to time.
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