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Salman Rushdie takes a dissenting view of ‘Gandhi’
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1ruth retreats
when the
saint goes
marching in




Deification is an Indian discase, and
m  1ndia. Mohandas Karamchand
Ciandhi. great soul, little father, has
been raised higher than anyonc In
the panthecon of latter-day gods.
“*But why". I was asked more than
once in India recently, “why should
an  LEnglishman - want  to  deify
Gandhi?' And why, one might add,
should the American Motion Picturc
Academy wish to help him, by
presenting, like votive offerings 1n a
iemple, eight ghittering statucttes to a
lilm that 1s inadequate as biography.,
appalhing as history, and often
iughably crude as a film?

The answer may be that Gandhi
(the film, not the man, who irritated
the British immenscly, but who 1s
now safely dead) sauislies certain
longings 1n the Western psyche,
which can be categorized undcr
three broad hecadings. First, the
exolic impulsce, the wish to sec India
as the fountain head of spiritual-
mvstical  wisdom. Gandhi, the
celluloid guru, follows 1n  the
footsteps of other pop holy men.
The Maharisht blazed this trail.

Second, there is what nmught be
termed the Christian longing, for a
“lcader” dedicated to ideals of
poverly and simplicity, a man who
s too good for this world and 1s
therefore sacrificed on the altars of
history. And third, thcre 15 the
l‘heraf-conservative political desire
.0 hear it said that revolutions can,
and should, bc made purcly by
submission, and self-sacrifice, and
anon-violence alone. To make Gand-
hi appecal to the Western market, he
" had to be sanctified and turned into
C'hrist = an odd fatec for a crafly

(;ujarati lawyer - and the history of

onc of the century's greatest
rev olutions had to be mangled. This
is nothing new. The British have
been mangling Indian history for

Ccenturies.
Much of the debate about the {ilm

has concerncd omissions: why no
Subhas Bosc? Why no Tagore? The
(1lm's makers answer that it would
have been mmpossible to include

cverything and cveryone, and of

coursc selection 1s central 1o any
work of art. But artustic sclection
creates meanings, and in Gandhi
these are frequently dubious and in

some cases frighteningly natve, _
| akc the Amritsar massacre, This

1S perhaps  the most  powerful
sequence in the film. It made me
crv.  Both the massacre and the
subscquent court-martial, at which
outraged Enghshmen question the
unrcpentant  Dyer  with  Dbarely
suppressed horror, are staged accu-
ralclv and with passion. But what
these two scenes niean 1s that Dyer's
actions at Jalhanwala Bagh were
those of a cruel., over-zealous
individual, which were immediately
condemned by Anglo-India. And
that 1s a complete falschood.

The British in Punjab in 1919
were panicky. They feared a second
Indhan  Mutiny., They had night-
marcs about rape. The court-martial
may have condemned Dyer, but the
British in India did not., He had
taught the wogs a lesson; he was a
hero. And when he returned to
I ngland, hc was given a hero's
welcome. An appeal. fund launched
on his behalf made him a rich man.
Tagore, disgusted by the British
rcaction to the massacre, rcturned
his knighthood.

_In the case of Amritsar, artistic
selection has altered the meaning of
the event. Jt is an unforgivable

distortion.

Another example: the assassin-
ation of Gandhi. Attenborough
considers it important enough to
place it at the beginning as well as
the end of his film; but during the
intervening threc hours, he tells us
nothing about it. Not the assassin’s
name. Not the name of the
organization behind the killing. Not
the ghost of a motive for the deed. In
a political thriller, this would be
merely crass; in Gandhi, 1t 18
somcthing worse.

Gandhi was murdcred by Nathu.
ram Godse, a member of the Hindu-
fanatic RSS, who blamed the
Mahatma for the partition of India.
But in the film the killer 1s not
diffcrentiated from the crowd; he
simpl% steps out of the crowd with a
gun. This could mean onc of three
things: that he represents the crowd
- that the people turned against
Gandhi, that the mob threw up a
killer who did its work: or that
Godse was “one lone nut”, albeit a
lone nut-under the influence of a
sinister-looking sadhu in a rickshaw;
or that Gandhi is Chnist in a
loincloth, and the assassination 1is
the crucifixion, which needs no
cxplanation. We know why Christ
died. He died that others might live.

But Godse was not representative
of the crowd. He did not work alonc.
And the killing was a political, not a
mystical, act. Attenborough's distor-
tions mythologize, but they also lic.

Ah, but, we are told, the film is a
biography, not a political work.
Even 1if one accepts this distinction
(surely spurious in the case of a life
lived so much in public‘). one must
reply that a biography, if it 18 not 1o
turn into hagiography, must tackle
the awkward aspects of the subject
as well as the lovable side. The
bhrahmacharya experiments, during
which Gandhi would lie with young
naked women all night to test his
will to abstain, are well known, not
withqut filmic possibilities, and they
arc, ol course, ambiguous cvents.
The film omits them. It also omils
Gandhi's fondness for Indian
billionaire industrialists (he died,
after all, in the house of the richest
of them, Birla House in Declhi).
Surely this is a rich arca for a
biographer to mine: the man of the
masscs, dedicated to the simple life,
sclf-denial, asceticism, who was
financed all his life by super-capital-
i1st patrons, and, some would say,
hopelessly compromised by them? A
written hiography which failed to
enter such murky waters would not
be worth reading. We should not be

less critical of » film.

Gandhi presents false portraits of
most of the leaders of the indepen-
dence struggle. Patel comes across as
a clown, whereas he was one of the
hardest of hard men. And it was
willy to portray Jinnah as Count
Dracula. But the important changes
arc in the personality of Nehru and
in the decision to crasc Bose from
history. '

In. both cases, dramatic interest
has been sacrificed in the interests of
deification, Nchru was not Gandhi's
disciple. They were cquals, and they
argued ficrcely. Their debate was

central to the freedom muvement -
Nehru, the urban sophisticatc who
wanted to industrialize India, to
bring 1t into the modern age, versus
the rural, handicrafl-loving, somec-
times medieval figure of Gandhi: the
country lived this debate, and 1t had
to choose. India chose Gandht with
its heart, but in terms of practical
politics, 1t chose Nchru. One can
understand nothing about the nature
of India’s independence unlcss one
understands the conflict between
these two great men. The film, by
turning Nehru into Bapuji's acolyte,
manages to castratc itscll.

And Bose is selected out. Bose the
uerrilla, who fought with the
apancse against- the British in the

war, Bose whosc views could have
provided another sort of counter-
weight to Gandhi's and so improved
the film. But Bose was violent, and
the film, 1if it means anything, sccks
to mean that non-violence works,
and that it could work anywhere, 1n

any revolution. All counter-argu-
ments arc thercfore rigorously
cxcluded.

The message of Gandhi is that the
best way to gain your frcedom is 1o
line up, unarmed, and march
fowards your oppressors and pcermuit
them to club you to the ground; if
you do this for long cnough, you will
cmbarrass them into going away.
This 1s worse than nonscnse, It 1s
dangerous nonsense. Non-violence
was a strategy chosen for a particular
pcople against a particular op-
pressor: 1o gencralize from 1t 1s a
suspect act. How useful would non-
violence have been against, say, the
Nazis? Even in India, the Icaders of
the independence movement did not
succeed because they werc more
moral than the British. They won
because they were smarter, cralticer,
better fighting politicians than their
opponents. Gandhi shows us a saint
who vanquished an ecmpire. This is a
fiction.

All devotees of unintentional
comedy will rchish the scenes in
Gandhi in which Bapu re-enacts his
marriage for the benefit of a western
journalist; in which onc man's
hunger strike pacifiecs a rioting
Calcutta, and repentant hooligans
promise Gandhi that they will adopt
Muslim orphan children; in which
Mirabchn 1s played as a woman in a
permancnt hypnotic trance; or in
which the partition is sorted out
during a two-minute break in the

independence negotiations. If this 1s
the best film of 1983, God help the

film industry.

What 1t is, is an incredibly
expensive movie about a man who
was dedicated to the small-scale and
10 asceticism. The form of the film,
opulent, lavish, overpowers and
finally crushes the man at its centre,
. r . .

in spite of Ben Kingsley’s luminous
performance (at least /e deserved
his Oscar). It 1s as if Gandhi, ycars

after his death, has found 1In
Attenborough the last in his scrics of
billionaire patrons, his last Birla.
And rich men, like emperors, have
always had a weakness for tamc holy

mcen, for saints.

Salman Rushdie is the author of
Midnight's Children, winner of the

1951 Booker Prize.
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