
Gandhi and His Critics: A Critical Appraisal of
His Ideals and Methods
Mahatma Gandhi, the preeminent leader of India's independence
movement, is widely regarded as one of the most influential figures in world
history. His philosophy of nonviolence and civil disobedience has inspired
countless activists and movements around the globe. However, despite his
revered status, Gandhi has also faced criticism from various quarters, both
during his lifetime and in the years since his assassination. This article will
explore the major criticisms leveled against Gandhi, examining the validity
of these critiques and assessing their impact on his legacy.

Nonviolence and Idealism

One of the most common criticisms of Gandhi is that his commitment to
nonviolence was unrealistic and impractical. Critics argue that his
philosophy failed to take into account the realities of political violence and
the need for force to resist oppression. For instance, during the Second
World War, Gandhi opposed India's participation in the war effort, arguing
that it was incompatible with his principles of nonviolence. This position
was widely criticized, with many believing that it weakened India's position
and prolonged the war.
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Furthermore, Gandhi's idealism has been seen as naive and utopian.
Critics argue that his belief in the inherent goodness of human nature was
misplaced and that he underestimated the capacity for violence and cruelty.
For example, Gandhi's efforts to promote Hindu-Muslim unity in India were
met with resistance and violence from both sides, leading some to question
the efficacy of his nonviolent approach.

Slow Pace of Change

Another criticism of Gandhi is that his methods were too slow and gradual,
and that they did not address the urgent needs of the Indian people. Critics
argue that his focus on long-term change through nonviolent resistance
was impractical and ineffective, and that more radical measures were
necessary to achieve meaningful results. For instance, some Indian
nationalists advocated for violent revolution as a faster and more effective
way to gain independence from British rule.

Moreover, Gandhi's emphasis on self-reliance and village-based
economics has been criticized for being impractical and unable to address
the needs of a modern, industrialized society. Critics argue that his
economic policies were backward-looking and failed to take into account
the transformative potential of industrialization and technological
advancement.

Social Conservatism
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Gandhi has also been criticized for his conservative social views. He was
an ardent supporter of the caste system, which divided Indian society into
rigid social hierarchies. He also opposed inter-caste marriage and the
emancipation of women. These views have been seen as inconsistent with
his ideals of equality and nonviolence, and some critics have argued that
they undermined his legacy.

Additionally, Gandhi's views on sexuality have been criticized as being
repressive and homophobic. He believed that celibacy was the ideal state
for both men and women, and he opposed the use of contraception. These
views have been seen as out of touch with modern sensibilities and have
raised questions about Gandhi's commitment to human rights and equality.

Political Pragmatism

Some critics have argued that Gandhi was too willing to compromise his
ideals in the pursuit of political success. They point to his decision to
postpone the movement for independence during the Second World War,
despite his opposition to war, as evidence of his pragmatism. Additionally,
Gandhi's willingness to negotiate with British authorities and accept a
compromise settlement has been criticized as a betrayal of his principles.

Critics argue that Gandhi's pragmatism undermined the purity of his
nonviolent philosophy and led him to make compromises that were
inconsistent with his stated ideals. They argue that his pursuit of political
power and his willingness to sacrifice his principles tarnished his legacy.

Assessment of Criticisms

While some of the criticisms leveled against Gandhi are valid, it is important
to consider the context in which he lived and worked. Gandhi's ideals and



methods were shaped by his deep spirituality and his belief in the power of
nonviolence. He recognized that violence and oppression were endemic to
human society, but he believed that they could be overcome through love,
compassion, and the transformative power of nonviolent resistance.

It is true that Gandhi's commitment to nonviolence was often tested, and
that he faced setbacks and disappointments throughout his life. However,
he never abandoned his belief in the efficacy of nonviolent action, and his
example continues to inspire countless people around the world.

Furthermore, while Gandhi's social conservatism and views on sexuality
may be seen as problematic by modern standards, it is important to
remember that he was a product of his time and culture. His views were
shaped by the social norms and religious beliefs of his era, and it is unfair
to judge him by the standards of a different time.

Ultimately, Gandhi's legacy is a complex and multifaceted one. He was a
visionary leader who inspired millions of people around the world, but he
was also a flawed human being with his own limitations and contradictions.
While his critics have raised legitimate concerns about his ideals and
methods, his commitment to nonviolence, his unwavering belief in the
power of love, and his lifelong dedication to the cause of justice and
equality continue to make him a towering figure in the pantheon of world
history.

Mahatma Gandhi was a complex and controversial figure who left an
indelible mark on the world. His philosophy of nonviolence and civil
disobedience has inspired countless activists and movements, but he has
also faced criticism from various quarters. This article has explored the



major criticisms leveled against Gandhi, examining their validity and
assessing their impact on his legacy. While some of these criticisms are
valid, it is important to consider the context in which he lived and worked,
and to recognize his unwavering commitment to nonviolence and justice.
Gandhi's legacy remains a source of inspiration and debate, and his ideas
continue to resonate with people around the world who are striving for a
more just and peaceful society.
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