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A convict and a criminal in the eyes of the Law! Nevertheless the entire Court
rose in an act of spontaneous homage when Mahatma Gandhi entered—a frail,
serene, indomitable figure in a coarse and scanty loin cloth, accompanied by
his devoted disciple and fellow- prisoner, Shankerlal Banker.

“So you are seated near me to give me your support in case I break down,” he
jested, with that happy laugh of his which seems to hold all the undimmed radi-
ance of the world’s childhood in its depths. And looking round at the hosts of
familiar faces of men and women who had travelled far to offer him a token of
their love, he added, “This is like a family gathering and not a law-court.”

A thrill of mingled fear, pride, hope and anguish ran through the crowded
hall when the Judge took his seat—an admirable Judge deserving of our praise
alike for his brave and resolute sense of duty, his flawless courtesy, his just per-
ception of a unique occasion and his fine tribute to a unique personality.

The strange trial proceeded and as I listened to the immortal words that
flowed with prophetic fervour from the lips of my beloved master, my thoughts
sped across the centuries to a different land and different age when a similar
drama was enacted and another divine and gentle teacher was crucified, for
spreading a kindred gospel with a kindred courage. I realised now that the lowly
Jesus of Nazareth cradled in a manger furnished the only true parallel in his-
tory to this sweet invincible apostle of Indian liberty who loved humanity with
surpassing compassion and to use his own beautiful phrase, “approached the
poor with the mind of the poor.”

The most epic event of modern times ended quickly.

The pent-up emotion of the people burst in a storm of sorrow as a long slow
procession moved towards him in a mournful pilgrimage of farewell, clinging
to the hands that had toiled so incessantly, bowing over the feet that had jour-
neyed so continuously, in the service of his country.

In the midst of all this poignant scene of many-voiced and myriad-hearted
grief he stood, untroubled, in all his transcendent simplicity, the embodied
symbol of the Indian Nation—its living sacrifice and sacrament in one.

They might take him to the utmost ends of the earth, but his destination re-
mains unchanged in the hearts of his people who are both the heirs and the
stewards of his matchless dreams and his matchless deeds.

|Grover and Arora, Great Women of Modern India: Sarojini Naidu, 12-13.]

THE CHALLENGE OF RABINDRANATH TAGORE

Not all Indians were as appreciative of Gandhi’s power as Nehru and Naidu, as the
following examples show. As noted in chapter 5, Tagore was awarded the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1913, and remained throughout his life a formidable presence on the In-
dian scene. In 1921 Gandhi took account of Tagore’s criticisms, and replied—as we read

below—with all the deference due to India’s poet laureate: “I regard the Poet as a
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sentinel warning us against the approach of enemies called bigotry, lethargy, intoler-
ance, ignorance, inertia and other members of that brood.”

Tagore, however, would not be mollified. “The Poet” chose to challenge the domi-
nant political belief of his age and of modern Indian politics, the gospel of national-
ism. Gandhi had extolled the ideal of universal harmony, but he had not singled out
Indian nationalism as a threat to that ideal. His criticism was directed at the Western
nation-state system. Tagore asserted that in principle there was no distinction: nation-
alism is in all cases a great menace.

Tagore was most distressed not by the prevalence of nationalism in the West, but
by its infection of India. The idea was a Western importation, but Tagore realized that
his own countrymen had developed it into a peculiar Indian type. The greatest disser-
vice nationalism had rendered India, Tagore argued, was to have directed the country’s
attention away from its primary needs, which were social, not political. Nationalism
could not prompt a social and moral reform of the nature that was needed; rather, it
would only whet the popular appetite for increased political warfare. The real task
before India was that of building a good society.

NON-COOPERATION AS POLITICAL ASCETICISM

As Gandhi’s power grew, so did Tagore’s suspicion of it. On March s, 1921, he wrote
from England to Charles Andrews, a Christian missionary who became a close associ-

ate of both Gandhi and Tagore.

Dear friend, lately I have been receiving more and more news and news-
paper cuttings from India giving rise in my mind to a painful struggle
that presages a period of suffering which is waiting for me. I am striving
with all my power to tune my mood of mind to be in accord with the great
feeling of excitement sweeping across my country. But deep in my being
why is there this spirit of resistance maintaining its place in spite of my
strong desire to remove it? . . .

The idea of non-cooperation is political asceticism. Our students are
bringing their offering of sacrifices to what? Not to a fuller education but
to non-education. It has at its back a fierce joy of annihilation which in its
best form is asceticism and in its worst form is that orgy of frightfulness in
which human nature, losing faith in the basic reality of normal life, finds
a disinterested delight in unmeaning devastation, as has been shown in
the late war and on other occasions which came nearer home to us. No in
its passive moral form is asceticism and in its active moral form is vio-
lence. The desert is as much a form of himsa as is the raging sea in storm,
they both are against life.

I remember the day during the Swadeshi movement in Bengal, when
a crowd of young students came to see me in the first floor of our Vichitra
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house. They said to me that if I ordered them to leave their schools and
colleges they would instantly obey me. I was emphatic in my refusal to do
so, and they went away angry, doubting the sincerity of my love for my
motherland. Long before this ebullition of excitement, I myself had given
a thousand rupees, when I had not five rupees to call my own, to open a
swadeshi store and courted banter and bankruptey. The reason for my re-
fusing to advise those students to leave their schools was because the an-
archy of a mere emptiness never tempts me, even when it is resorted to as
a temporary shelter. [ am frightened of an abstraction which is ready to
ignore living reality. These students were no mere phantoms to me; their
life was a great fact to them and to the All. 1 could not lightly take upon
myself the tremendous responsibility of a mere negative programme for
them which would uproot them from their soil, however thin and poor that
soil might be. The great injury and injustice which had been done to those
boys who were tempted away from their career before any real provision
was made, could never be made good to them. Of course that is nothing
from the point of view of an abstraction which can ignore the infinite
value even of the smallest fraction of reality. But the throb of life in the
heart of the most insignificant of men beats in the unison of love with
the heart-throb of the infinite. I wish I were the little creature Jack whose
one mission was to kill the giant abstraction which is claiming the sac-
rifice of individuals all over the world under highly painted masks of
delusion.
I say again and again that I am a poet, that I am not a fighter by nature.
I would give everything to be one with my surroundings. I love my fellow
beings and I prize their love. Yet I have been chosen by destiny to ply my
boat there where the current is against me. What irony of fate is this, that |
should be preaching cooperation of cultures between East and West on this
side of the sea just at the moment when the doctrine of non-cooperation is
preached on the other side? You know that I do not believe in the mate-
rial civilization of the West, just as I do not believe the physical body to
be the highest truth in man. But I still less believe in the destruction of
the physical body. What is needed is the establishment of harmony be-
tween the physical and the spiritual nature of man, maintaining the
balance between the foundation and the superstructure. 1 believe
in the true meeting of the East and the West. Love is the ultimate truth
of the soul; we should do all we can not to outrage that truth, to carry its
banner against all opposition. The idea of non-cooperation unnecessar-
ily hurts that truth. It is not our hearth fire, but the fire that burns out
our hearth. . ..
With love, Ever yours, Rabindranath Tagore
[Krishna Dutta and Andrew Robinson, eds., Rabindranath Tagore:
An Anthology (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 168, 170-173.|
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“THE CALL OF TRUTH:
TAGORE’S CRITIQUE OF GANDHI

On August 29, 1921, with Gandhi’s power at its height, Tagore delivered at a Calcutta
public meeting an address entitled “The Call of Truth.” A remarkable commentary, it
offered both a trenchant criticism of Gandhi’s leadership—including his insistence on
universal Congressite use of the spinning wheel (charkha), as a means of dignifying the
labor of the poor, and on the burning of foreign-made cloth—and an eloquent defense
of individual freedom.

To make the country our own by means of our creative power is indeed a great
call. It cannot be a mere summons to some mechanical exercise. For, man does
not limit himself in the manner of the bee building endless replicas of cells, or
the spider weaving webs of one pattern. His greatest strength is within him, and
it is up to him to draw on that strength and not on blind habit. To tell him, “Do
not think but act,” is to help prolong the age-old delusion that has held this
country in its deadly grip. . . .

Then, at the crucial moment, Mahatma Gandhi came and stood at the door
of India’s destitute millions, clad as one of themselves, speaking to them in their
own language. It was a real happening, not a tale of the printed page. That is
why he has been so aptly named Mahatma, Great Soul. Who else has so unre-
servedly accepted the vast masses of the Indian people as his own flesh and
blood? At the touch of truth the pent-up forces of the spirit are set free. As soon
as love stood at India’s door, it flew open. All inward niggardliness was gone.
Truth awakened truth.

Stratagem in politics is a barren policy—that was a lesson of which we were
sorely in need. All honour to the Mahatma, who wakened us to the power of
truth. But the cowardly and the weak take easily to cheap tactics. Even today
our worldly-wise ones have not been rid of the idea of using the Mahatma as
a disguised and ingenious move in their political gamble. Minds corrupted by
untruth cannot grasp the meaning of the great love kindled in the people’s
heart by the Mahatma'’s love.

This, indeed, is the birth of freedom, nothing less. It is the country’s dis-
covery of itself. It has little to do with the alien occupation of India. This love
is pure affirmation. It does not involve itself in arguments with the negative
attitude. . . .

So, in the excited expectation of breathing the air of a new-found freedom, |
hurried back to my homeland. But what I have seen and felt troubles me. Some-
thing seems to be weighing on the people’s spirit; a stern pressure is at work; it
makes everyone talk in the same voice and make the same gestures.

When | wanted to ask questions and decide for myself, my well-wishers
clapped anxious hands to my mouth: “Pray be silent.” There is a tyranny in the
air—even if intangible, it is worse than open violence. Let anyone who doubts
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the wisdom of the proclaimed policy speak his mind in a bare whisper, and he
will have to face disciplinary action. One of our newspapers dared give a mere
hint of disapproval of the burning of foreign cloth, and the readers’ agitated
protest came menacingly; the flames which had consumed the bales of mill
cloth could quickly reduce this paper to ashes!

I see a section of the people fanatically engaged in their assigned task, and
another section struck with alarm and dumbfounded. The idea prevails that all
questioning must stop; there should be nothing but blind obedience. Obedience
to whom? To some charmed words of incantation, to some reasonless creed! . . .

To make matters worse, the gain which is envisaged has a name but it is not
defined. Even as a fear which is vague is all the more terrifying, the haziness of
a lure makes it all the more tempting. Left to the imagination, everyone can
give it a form according to his preference. An attempt to inquire into the real
nature is of no avail, for it can easily camouflage itself. Thus, while the tempta-
tion has been magnified by its indefiniteness, the means of attainment and the
hour have been precisely indicated. Many people are convinced that self-gov-
ernment will be won on a certain date of a certain month close ahead. Having
given up their freedom of mind, they deprive others of that freedom. It is as if
we have been seeking an exorcist to drive out a ghost, and then the ghost itself
turns up in the guise of the exorcist.

The Mahatma has captured the heart of India with his love; we all bow
down to him on that account. He has revealed to us the full power of truth and
for that we are beholden. We read about eternal truth in books, we talk about
them, but it is a propitious moment when we encounter truth face to face. Such
an opportunity is rare in one’s life. It is easy enough to go from province to prov-
ince making political speeches, and even to make and break National Con-
gresses. But the golden wand of true love that has wakened us out of age-long
slumber is not to be easily found. To the possessor of that rare wand, our pro-
found salutation.

But then, what is the good of it all if, even after we have seen the face of
truth, our faith in it is not firm enough? Our minds must accept the truth of the
intellect just as the heart accepts the truth of love. Till now, neither the Con-
gress nor any other institution made a strong impression on the heart of India—
it needed the touch of love. Now that we have the truth of love, are we to with-
draw our trust in the other truth—just where swaraj is concerned? . . .

Let our faith in the Mahatma’s capacity for love never diminish; but swaraj is
not a matter of a stick and a single string. It is a vast enterprise involving com-
plex processes and needing as much study and clear thinking as impulse and
emotion. Economists and educationists and mechanical engineers must con-
tribute their ideas and exertions to the pool of this many sided endeavour. The
intellect of the people must be fully awake, so that the spirit of inquiry is untra-
melled; minds must not be overawed or made inactive by compulsions, open or
secrel ...,

This content downloaded from
152.2.176.242 on Wed, 18 Feb 2026 12:44:29 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



392 MAHATMA GANDHI AND RESPONSES

The true vision of that ancient age lives on; its voice flings echoes. Then,
why should not our supreme leader of today . . . say, “Let all who hear me come
from every direction?” Freedom lies in the complete arousal of the people. God
has given the Mahatma the voice that can call. Why should this not be our su-
preme moment?

His call has come, but only to a restricted field. To one and all he has simply
said, “Spin and weave, spin and weave.” Is this the strident call of the new age
for a vast striving? When nature summoned the bee to a narrow hive-life, millions
of bees responded and made themselves sexless for the sake of efficiency. But this
sacrifice by way of self-atrophy led to the opposite of freedom. People who do not
hesitate to neutralize their power in answer to some command carry within them
their prison-cell. The call to the easy way is for the bee, not for man. Man reveals
himself in all his strength only when his utmost capacity is demanded. . . .

[ hear the voice of protest: “We do not propose to curb the mind for ever, but
only for a short while.” Why, even for a short while? Is it because that brief pe-
riod will be enough for us to gain swaraj? That does not make sense. Swaraj is
not a matter of mere self-sufficiency in the production of cloth. Its real place is
within us—the mind with its diverse power goes on building swaraj for itself.
Nowhere in the world has this work been completed; in some part of the body-
politic a lingering greed or delusion keeps up the bondage. And that bondage is
always within the mind itself. . . .

There is the bonfire of heaped mill cloth, before the very eves of the Mother
deep in shame because of her nakedness. [ see no urgency for such waste ex-
cept in the power of a superstition. The question of using or boycotting British-
made cloth is one for economists to decide. In discussing it, the language of
economists must be employed. If people cannot think scientifically, our very
first battle should be against that sad state of mind. Such incapacity is the origi-
nal sin out of which all other ills flow. That original sin finds support when it
is proclaimed that foreign cloth is “impure” and deserves to be destroyed.
Economics is tossed aside for the falsehood passing as a moral dictum. . . .

We have been ordered to burn foreign cloth. I, for one, am unable to obey.
First, because I believe it to be my duty to fight the habit of blind obedience.

Secondly, I feel that the cloth to be burnt is not mine, it belongs to people who
are sorely in need of it. We who seem to be doing an act of sacrifice through this
incendiarism have other sources of supply; but those who are really hit cannot
stir out of doors because of their nakedness. Forced atonement will not wash off
our sins; nor will the gain of some apparent benefits make up for the loss of the
reasoned will.

The Mahatma has declared war against the tyranny of the machine which is
oppressing the world. Here we are all under his banner. But we cannot accept as
our ally in the fight the slave mentality that is at the root of all the misery and
indignity in our national life. That, indeed, is our real enemy and through its
defeat alone can swaraj within and without come to us. . . .
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Henceforth, any nation which seeks isolation for itself must come into con-
flict with the time-spirit and find no peace. From now onward the plane of think-
ing of every nation will have to be international. It is the striving of the new age
to develop in the mind this faculty of universality.

[Rabindranath Tagore, Towards Universal Man
(London: Asia Publishing House, 1g61), 260—271.]

“THE GREAT SENTINEL:
GANDHI’'S RESPONSE TO TAGORE

The Gandhi-Tagore controversy thus focused on two aspects of the meaning of
swaraj, or freedom, in its fullest sense. Tagore argued, first, that on a domestic level,
Indians had placed themselves in bondage through their unthinking acceptance of
dogma. They idolized a leader who, however saintly, had harnessed their blind alle-
giance to a gospel of retardation rather than growth. A second and related problem in
Gandhi’s teaching involved its implications on an international level. Gandhi’s ideas,
Tagore argued, had fostered, for the most part, an unhealthy sense of separateness that
foolishly spurned the knowledge and advances of the Western world. Each of these
attitudes inhibited India’s growth, and thus restricted her freedom.

To the first of Tagore’s charges, Gandhi responded that he did not wish to produce
a “deathlike sameness in the nation,” but rather to use the spinning wheel to “realize
the essential and living oneness of interest among India’s myriads.” Spinning was not
intended to replace all other forms of activity, but rather to symbolize “sacrifice for the

whole nation.”

The Bard of Shantiniketan has contributed to The Modern Review a brilliant
essay on the present movement. It is a series of word pictures which he alone
can paint. It is an eloquent protest against authority, slave-mentality or whatever
description one gives of blind acceptance of a passing mania whether out of fear
or hope. It is a welcome and wholesome reminder to all workers that we must
not be impatient, we must not impose authority no matter how great. The Poet
tells us summarily to reject anything and everything that does not appeal to our
reason or heart. If we would gain swaraj, we must stand for truth as we know it
at any cost. A reformer who is enraged because his message is not accepted must
retire to the forest to learn how to watch, wait and pray. With all this one must
heartily agree, and the Poet deserves the thanks of his countrymen for standing
up for truth and reason. There is no doubt that our last state will be worse than
our first, if we surrender our reason into somebody’s keeping. And I would feel
extremely sorry to discover, that the country had unthinkingly and blindly fol-
lowed all I had said or done. I am quite conscious of the fact that blind surren-
der to love is often more mischievous than a forced surrender to the lash of the
tyrant. There is hope for the slave of the brute, none for that of love. Love is
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needed to strengthen the weak, love becomes tyrannical when it exacts obedi-
ence from an unbeliever. To mutter a mantra without knowing its value is un-
manly. It is good, therefore, that the Poet has invited all who are slavishly mim-
icking the call of the charkha [spinning wheel] boldly to declare their revolt. His
essay serves as a warning to us all who in our impatience are betrayed into intol-
erance or even violence against those who differ from us. I regard the Poet as a
sentinel warning us against the approach of enemies called bigotry, lethargy,
intolerance, ignorance, inertia and other members of that brood.

But whilst [ agree with all that the Poet has said as to the necessity of watch-
fulness lest we cease to think, I must not be understood to endorse the proposi-
tion that there is any such blind obedience on a large scale in the country today.
[ have again and again appealed to reason, and let me assure him, that if happily
the country has come to believe in the spinning-wheel as the giver of plenty, it
has done so after laborious thinking, after great hesitation. I am not sure, that
even now educated India has assimilated the truth underlying the charkha. He
must not mistake the surface dirt for the substance underneath. Let him go
deeper and see for himself whether the charkha has been accepted from blind
faith or from reasoned necessity.

I do indeed ask the Poet and the page to spin the wheel as a sacrament.
When there is war, the poet lays down the lyre, the lawyer his law reports, the
schoolboy his books. The Poet will sing the true note after the war is over, the
lawyer will have occasion to go to his law books when people have time to fight
among themselves. When a house is on fire, all the inmates go out, and each
one takes up a bucket to quench the fire. When all about me are dying for want
of food, the only occupation permissible to me is to feed the hungry. It is my
conviction that India is a house on fire, because its manhood is being daily
scorched, it is dying of hunger because it has no work to buy food with. Khulna
is starving not because the people cannot work, but because they have no work.
The Ceded Districts are passing successively through a fourth famine, Orissa is
a land suffering from chronic famines. Our cities are not India. India lives in
her seven and a half lakhs of villages, and the cities live upon the villages. They
do not bring their wealth from other countries. The city people are brokers and
commission agents for the big houses of Europe, America and Japan. The cities
have co-operated with the latter in the bleeding process that has gone on for the
past two hundred years. It is my belief based on experience, that India is daily
growing poorer. The circulation about her feet and legs has almost stopped.
And if we do not take care, she will collapse altogether.

To a people famishing and idle, the only acceptable form in which God can
dare appear is work and promise of food as wages. God created man to work for
his food, and said that those who ate without work were thieves. Eighty per cent
of India are compulsorily thieves half the year. Is it any wonder if India has be-
come one vast prison? Hunger is the argument that is driving India to the spin-
ning-wheel. The call of the spinning-wheel is the noblest of all. Because it is the
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