
Gandhi as Lawyer: Law, Truth, Justice and the Making of a Social Reformer 

Introduction 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869–1948), widely known as Mahatma Gandhi, is 

remembered principally as a leader of India's struggle for independence, an advocate of 

nonviolence and a pioneer of mass civil resistance. Yet before he became one of the most 

influential political figures of the twentieth century, Gandhi trained and worked as a lawyer. 

His legal career, extending across India and South Africa, was a formative period in his 

intellectual, professional and moral development. It provided him with practical experience of 

legal institutions, commercial disputes, colonial administration, racial discrimination and the 

relationship between law and justice. 

Gandhi's development as a lawyer is particularly significant because he eventually questioned 

many of the assumptions underlying the legal profession in which he had been trained. He 

began by seeking professional recognition and financial security but gradually came to regard 

law as a means of serving society rather than simply earning a living. His experience 

persuaded him that the formal existence of laws and courts did not necessarily guarantee 

justice. A legal system could apply rules consistently and still perpetuate discrimination, 

inequality and political domination. This tension between legality and justice became central 

to his political philosophy. 

Gandhi's legal career can be divided into several connected stages: his education in Britain, 

his unsuccessful early attempts to establish a practice in India, his professional and political 

work in South Africa, and his eventual transformation from practising barrister into public 

leader and advocate of nonviolent resistance. Throughout these stages, he developed 

distinctive views concerning truthfulness, professional ethics, negotiation, conflict resolution 

and the responsibilities of lawyers. His experiences also helped him understand the 

possibilities and limitations of litigation as an instrument of social change. 

The central argument of this essay is that Gandhi's legal career was not merely an occupation 

that preceded his political life. It was an essential part of the process through which he 

developed his approach to justice and social reform. His legal training taught him to analyse 

disputes and present arguments; his professional practice encouraged negotiation and 

reconciliation; and his encounters with discriminatory laws led him to distinguish respect for 

law from unquestioning obedience to authority. These experiences contributed to his 

development of satyagraha, or the pursuit of truth through nonviolent resistance. 

Nevertheless, Gandhi's record as a lawyer should not be romanticised. His early professional 

difficulties, his work on behalf of commercial clients, the limitations of his ethical approach 

and the contradictions in his political activities all deserve careful examination. Studying 

Gandhi as a lawyer therefore offers more than an account of an unusual professional career. It 

provides an opportunity to explore enduring questions about the purposes of law, the duties of 

legal practitioners and the relationship between professional responsibility and moral 

conscience. 

1. Early Life and the Decision to Study Law 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born on 2 October 1869 in Porbandar, a coastal town in 

present-day Gujarat, India. He grew up in a Hindu family whose background exposed him to 

public administration, religious traditions and the political institutions of the princely states of 



western India. His father, Karamchand Gandhi, served as a senior official and chief minister 

in several local princely administrations. Although Gandhi did not initially demonstrate 

exceptional academic ability, his family circumstances encouraged him to pursue a 

respectable professional career. 

In the nineteenth century, legal training was an attractive route to professional advancement 

for Indians from families able to finance education abroad. British colonial rule had 

established legal and administrative institutions in India, and qualifications obtained in Britain 

could provide access to influential professional circles. Gandhi's decision to study law must 

therefore be understood within the social and political circumstances of colonial India. 

In 1888, at the age of eighteen, Gandhi travelled to England to train for the Bar. The decision 

required him to leave his family and familiar surroundings and enter a society whose customs 

and institutions differed substantially from those of his upbringing. He enrolled at the 

Honourable Society of the Inner Temple in London, one of the four historic Inns of Court 

responsible for the professional training and qualification of barristers in England and Wales. 

The distinction between an Inn of Court and a university is important. The Inner Temple was 

a professional institution through which Gandhi completed the requirements for qualification 

as a barrister; it was not itself a modern university awarding him a law degree. His legal 

education involved studying the subjects and completing the professional requirements 

necessary to be called to the Bar. 

Gandhi was called to the Bar on 10 June 1891. He returned to India shortly afterwards, 

carrying a British professional qualification and the expectation that he would establish 

himself in legal practice. His education had given him familiarity with the British legal 

tradition, but it had not yet made him a confident or successful practising advocate. 

His years in London also exposed him to a wider intellectual environment. He encountered 

different religious and philosophical traditions and became increasingly interested in 

questions of morality, self-discipline and personal conduct. His engagement with 

vegetarianism, religious literature and ethical questions would later contribute to the moral 

framework through which he interpreted legal and political problems. 

It would be inaccurate, however, to suggest that Gandhi's mature philosophy of nonviolence 

was already fully developed when he completed his legal training. His ideas evolved over 

many years, through reading, religious reflection, personal relationships and practical 

experience. His legal education supplied professional knowledge and introduced him to a 

particular institutional tradition, but the ethical principles that later distinguished his public 

life emerged gradually. 

Gandhi's decision to become a barrister initially reflected ordinary professional ambitions. He 

wanted to establish a career, support his family and gain social standing. The transformation 

of these ambitions into a philosophy of public service was neither immediate nor inevitable. 

2. Gandhi's Early Legal Practice in India 

After returning to India in 1891, Gandhi attempted to establish himself as a practising lawyer. 

He first sought opportunities in Bombay, now Mumbai, where the Bombay High Court 

offered access to a substantial legal profession. However, his early experience was 

disappointing. 



Gandhi later described his lack of confidence in courtroom advocacy. He found it difficult to 

conduct cross-examinations and felt uncomfortable speaking before judges. In one of his first 

cases in a small-cause court, he became so nervous that he could not continue effectively and 

withdrew from the proceeding. This experience revealed a considerable gap between 

possessing a professional qualification and having the practical skills necessary to succeed as 

an advocate. 

The distinction is important in understanding Gandhi's development. His later reputation for 

moral courage and persuasive public speaking can obscure the fact that he began his 

professional life as a hesitant young barrister. He had studied law, but he lacked the 

experience, confidence and established professional network that could have helped him build 

a successful practice. 

Gandhi also discovered that legal practice required more than knowledge of general 

principles. A lawyer needed familiarity with local procedures, evidence, courtroom 

expectations, client management and the practical application of the law. His British 

qualification did not automatically provide mastery of the legal environment in India. 

After struggling in Bombay, Gandhi returned to Gujarat and attempted to work in Rajkot. 

There he undertook petition writing and other legal drafting. These tasks were more 

compatible with his abilities at the time, but they did not provide the professional 

advancement he had hoped for. 

His early difficulties had several consequences. First, they challenged his expectations about 

the prestige associated with qualification as a barrister. Second, they forced him to recognise 

his professional weaknesses. Third, they created uncertainty about how he would support his 

family and establish a stable career. 

Yet these failures should not be interpreted as evidence that Gandhi lacked legal ability. They 

demonstrate that professional competence develops through experience as well as formal 

education. His later success in South Africa would depend on practical learning, familiarity 

with clients' needs, negotiation and the gradual development of professional confidence. 

Gandhi's early Indian practice also reminds us that his subsequent transformation was not 

simply the result of an extraordinary personality acting independently of circumstances. 

Economic necessity, professional disappointment and the availability of opportunities abroad 

all influenced the course of his life. 

In 1893, Gandhi accepted an opportunity to travel to South Africa to assist with a commercial 

dispute involving the Indian merchant Dada Abdulla and his business interests. The 

assignment was initially expected to be temporary. Instead, it became the decisive turning 

point in his legal career. 

3. South Africa: The Making of a Practising Lawyer 

Gandhi arrived in South Africa in 1893, entering a society characterised by colonial 

government, racial hierarchy and restrictions on the rights of people classified as non-white. 

The Indian population included indentured labourers, former indentured workers, traders, 

merchants and professionals. Their economic and social circumstances differed considerably, 

but many encountered discriminatory laws and administrative practices. 



Gandhi's initial purpose was professional rather than revolutionary. Dada Abdulla's 

commercial dispute required someone familiar with Gujarati and the commercial 

circumstances of the parties. Gandhi was engaged to assist with the matter, which involved a 

complicated disagreement over business accounts and financial obligations. 

The case introduced him to the practical realities of legal work. He had to examine 

documents, understand financial transactions, communicate with clients and lawyers, and 

make sense of a dispute whose complexity extended beyond straightforward courtroom 

argument. The experience helped him recognise that successful legal practice depended on 

careful preparation and an understanding of the underlying commercial relationship. 

The dispute also encouraged him to consider whether litigation was always the most effective 

means of resolving disagreements. A contested case could be expensive, time-consuming and 

damaging to the continuing relationship between the parties. In commercial disputes, a 

settlement could sometimes provide a more satisfactory outcome than a judgment that left one 

party resentful and the other financially weakened. 

Gandhi therefore developed a strong interest in negotiation and settlement. Rather than 

viewing the lawyer's role exclusively as securing victory over an opponent, he increasingly 

understood it as helping parties discover a workable resolution. This approach would later 

become a prominent feature of his account of professional ethics. 

South Africa also offered Gandhi opportunities to develop a more substantial practice. He 

worked in Natal and subsequently in the Transvaal, where he represented Indian merchants 

and business interests. His professional activities included civil litigation, commercial 

disputes, debt recovery, property transactions, contractual matters and dealings with 

government authorities. 

The image of Gandhi as an ascetic political leader can obscure the economic character of his 

early legal work. Many of his initial clients were relatively prosperous Indian merchants 

rather than impoverished labourers. Their legal problems concerned the protection of 

businesses, the enforcement of agreements, commercial competition and access to economic 

opportunities. 

This fact is important because it places Gandhi's development within a realistic professional 

context. He was not initially a full-time representative of the working poor. He earned a living 

through legal services provided to clients who could afford them. At the same time, his 

relationships with Indian businesspeople gave him access to community networks and helped 

him understand how discriminatory regulations affected the economic position of Indians in 

South Africa. 

As his practice developed, Gandhi became increasingly involved in the wider political 

questions facing the Indian community. He came to see that individual legal disputes were 

connected to broader structures of racial discrimination. A merchant might lose a commercial 

opportunity because of a particular regulation, but the underlying problem could be a system 

that restricted the rights of Indians as a group. 

This realisation changed the scale of his ambitions. He began to move between individual 

representation and collective advocacy, using his legal knowledge to assist the community in 

challenging discriminatory measures. 



His professional development in South Africa thus involved two connected processes. He 

became a more experienced lawyer, learning how to manage cases and negotiate disputes. 

Simultaneously, he became more conscious of the political and moral implications of the law. 

The profession gave him tools for understanding injustice, while the experience of injustice 

encouraged him to reconsider the purposes for which those tools should be used. 

Charles R. DiSalvo's study, M.K. Gandhi, Attorney at Law: The Man before the Mahatma 

(2013), provides a detailed examination of this formative period and emphasises the 

importance of Gandhi's legal work to his subsequent development. 

4. The Legal System and Racial Discrimination 

Gandhi's South African experience exposed him to a fundamental problem: law could be an 

instrument of oppression as well as a means of protection. Colonial authorities operated 

courts, administrative offices and legislative institutions, but the existence of these institutions 

did not ensure equal treatment. 

Discriminatory policies restricted the movement, residence, economic opportunities and civic 

rights of Indians. The details varied across territories and changed over time, but racial 

classification shaped access to legal and political privileges. Indians could find themselves 

subject to rules that treated them differently from white residents, even when they had 

established businesses, paid taxes or lived in the country for many years. 

Gandhi's personal encounters with racial discrimination contributed to his political 

awakening. His experiences were not simply private humiliations. They illustrated how social 

prejudice could be reinforced by administrative power and legal rules. 

For a lawyer trained in British legal institutions, the contradiction was particularly striking. 

The colonial system presented itself as an orderly framework governed by law, yet the rights 

associated with legal protection were not equally available to everyone. The language of 

legality could coexist with practices that denied equality. 

This experience encouraged Gandhi to distinguish between the existence of a law and its 

moral legitimacy. A measure could be enacted through an authorised procedure and still be 

unjust in its effects or principles. Conversely, opposition to an unjust measure did not 

necessarily mean rejecting every form of law or social order. 

Gandhi initially sought remedies through established institutions. He used petitions, legal 

arguments, public meetings and organised representations to challenge discriminatory 

policies. These methods reflected the training and professional position he possessed. They 

also allowed him to work with others in the Indian community, gather evidence of grievances 

and present demands in a form that officials could not easily dismiss as isolated complaints. 

His legal background helped him identify the distinction between individual and collective 

claims. A single client might challenge a particular administrative decision, but a 

discriminatory regulation could affect thousands of people. In such circumstances, individual 

litigation might offer limited relief without addressing the underlying problem. 

Collective legal advocacy could help expose the broader pattern. Petitions and public 

campaigns could document the effects of a law, challenge its rationale and demonstrate that a 



complaint was shared by a substantial community. Gandhi's methods therefore combined 

conventional legal activity with political organisation. 

In 1894, he helped establish the Natal Indian Congress, an organisation intended to represent 

Indian interests and oppose discriminatory policies. Its activities included petitions, publicity 

and organised political pressure. Gandhi's legal skills were valuable in drafting arguments, 

communicating grievances and coordinating collective action. 

His work illustrates an important distinction between using the law and accepting the entire 

legal order as legitimate. A lawyer can employ existing legal procedures to protect clients 

while also arguing that the system requires reform. Gandhi's early South African campaigns 

largely followed this pattern. 

However, his development was gradual. It would be misleading to present the young barrister 

as someone who immediately rejected colonial institutions or possessed a complete 

programme for social transformation. He initially sought recognition and fair treatment within 

the imperial framework. His later willingness to organise civil disobedience emerged from 

prolonged experience and changing political circumstances. 

The significance of his legal career lies partly in this evolution. Gandhi did not arrive at his 

mature views by abstract speculation alone. He encountered situations in which the law failed 

to provide the equality and protection he believed it should offer, and he responded by 

developing new forms of political and moral action. 

5. Gandhi's Understanding of Truth in Legal Practice 

One of the most distinctive features of Gandhi's professional outlook was his emphasis on 

truthfulness. For him, truth was not merely a tactical consideration or a virtue to be observed 

when convenient. It was a moral obligation that should shape the conduct of lawyers, clients 

and public officials. 

Gandhi's autobiography describes several incidents illustrating his approach. In one case, he 

represented a plaintiff whose testimony revealed that the client had misrepresented important 

facts. Gandhi concluded that the claim could not honestly be maintained and moved for its 

dismissal. He subsequently wrote that his commitment to truth enhanced his reputation among 

members of the legal profession. 

The incident demonstrates how Gandhi understood the lawyer's role. A lawyer was not simply 

an instrument for advancing whatever position a client wished to adopt. Professional 

advocacy required judgment about whether the client's case had a legitimate factual 

foundation. A lawyer who knowingly relied on falsehood risked damaging the court's ability 

to reach a just decision. 

Another reported incident concerned Gandhi's admission that he lacked sufficient knowledge 

of a particular aspect of shipping law when challenged during a case. Rather than pretending 

to possess expertise he did not have, he acknowledged the limitation. Such conduct could be 

professionally uncomfortable, particularly in a competitive courtroom, but it was consistent 

with his view that credibility depended on honesty. 

Gandhi also described advising a client who had committed customs offences to acknowledge 

wrongdoing rather than conceal the full extent of the misconduct. The resulting approach 



involved disclosure to the authorities and negotiation over the consequences. Gandhi's aim 

was not to abandon his client, but to seek a resolution through truthful engagement rather than 

deception. 

These examples suggest that Gandhi regarded truthfulness as compatible with advocacy. A 

lawyer could remain committed to a client's legitimate interests while refusing to invent facts, 

advance knowingly false claims or mislead a tribunal. Indeed, he believed that honesty could 

strengthen professional credibility and improve the prospects of a fair settlement. 

His position challenged the idea that professional success depended primarily on the ability to 

win through technical skill or aggressive argument. Reputation, trust and moral consistency 

could also be important professional assets. 

Nevertheless, Gandhi's approach raises difficult questions. Lawyers have duties not only to 

truth but also to clients, confidentiality, procedural fairness and the protection of legal rights. 

A client may be guilty of an offence but still be entitled to require the prosecution to prove its 

case. A defendant may choose not to confess, and a lawyer should not casually disregard that 

choice. 

Modern legal ethics distinguishes between knowingly presenting false evidence and requiring 

the state to prove its allegations according to law. The latter is a fundamental protection 

against arbitrary prosecution. Truthfulness does not necessarily require a defence lawyer to 

disclose confidential information or to assist the opposing party. 

Gandhi's reported conduct should therefore be examined in its historical context rather than 

treated as a complete code for contemporary legal practice. His emphasis on honesty offers a 

powerful challenge to professional dishonesty, but his decisions cannot automatically resolve 

every conflict between truth, confidentiality, client autonomy and procedural justice. 

His contribution is best understood as a demanding ethical ideal: lawyers should take truth 

seriously, refuse to manufacture evidence and consider the moral consequences of their 

professional actions. At the same time, the implementation of that ideal requires careful 

attention to the legal rights of every party. 

Gandhi's approach remains significant because it insists that professional responsibility cannot 

be reduced entirely to technical compliance. Lawyers exercise judgment, and the manner in 

which they use their knowledge can affect the credibility of courts and the fairness of legal 

outcomes. 

6. Negotiation, Mediation and the Avoidance of Litigation 

Gandhi's experience with commercial disputes strengthened his belief that litigation should 

not always be the first or preferred method of resolving conflict. Courts provide authoritative 

decisions, but adversarial proceedings can intensify hostility, consume resources and leave 

underlying relationships damaged. 

In commercial matters, the parties may need to continue trading, cooperating or living within 

the same community after a dispute has ended. A judgment may settle the legal question 

without restoring trust. Negotiation, by contrast, can sometimes address practical concerns 

that a court is not equipped to resolve. 



Gandhi therefore placed considerable emphasis on settlement, compromise and arbitration. 

His approach was not based on the assumption that every disagreement could be resolved 

amicably. Rather, he believed that lawyers should investigate the possibilities of 

reconciliation before allowing a dispute to become a prolonged contest. 

His work on the Dada Abdulla commercial dispute is often associated with this development. 

Gandhi had to understand the financial issues and relationships underlying the case. The 

experience helped him appreciate that the interests of the parties might be better served by a 

workable settlement than by a victory that produced further hostility. 

Negotiation required different skills from courtroom advocacy. It involved listening, 

identifying common interests, evaluating competing claims and helping the parties recognise 

the costs of continued conflict. It also demanded the ability to distinguish essential principles 

from positions that could reasonably be adjusted. 

Gandhi increasingly saw the lawyer as someone who could help restore a relationship rather 

than merely exploit an opponent's weaknesses. This perspective anticipated several concerns 

associated with modern alternative dispute resolution, including mediation, negotiated 

settlement and collaborative problem-solving. 

His approach also reflected his broader moral beliefs. If opponents were treated as enemies 

who had to be defeated, conflict could become self-perpetuating. If each side recognised the 

other's legitimate concerns, it might be possible to reach a settlement that preserved dignity 

and reduced resentment. 

However, Gandhi's preference for settlement should not be interpreted as a rejection of 

adjudication in every circumstance. Negotiation may fail when one party refuses to 

compromise, when power is distributed unequally or when the dispute concerns fundamental 

rights that cannot properly be traded away. Courts remain essential where authoritative 

rulings, enforceable remedies or protections against abuse are necessary. 

Compromise can also become unjust if a vulnerable party is pressured into accepting less than 

the law entitles them to receive. A fair settlement requires genuine participation and an 

adequate understanding of the parties' rights. 

The value of Gandhi's approach therefore lies in his insistence that legal practitioners should 

consider the purpose of dispute resolution. Winning a case is not necessarily identical to 

achieving justice. A lawyer should ask whether the proposed strategy solves the problem, 

protects legitimate interests and avoids unnecessary harm. 

Gandhi's experience encouraged him to regard law as a practical instrument for resolving 

human problems. Legal rules mattered, but so did the relationships, needs and consequences 

surrounding a dispute. This understanding later influenced his political methods, which sought 

to change public behaviour and institutional practices without relying on violence. 

7. Professional Independence and the Lawyer's Moral Responsibility 

Gandhi's legal practice also raised questions about the independence of professional 

judgment. Lawyers commonly work under instructions from clients, but they must also 

exercise independent judgment concerning the law, the evidence and the methods used to 

pursue a claim. 



Gandhi believed that a lawyer should not become morally indifferent to a client's conduct. He 

was unwilling, at least in the cases he described, to treat professional loyalty as permission to 

mislead a court or conceal wrongdoing. He saw honesty as a condition of legitimate 

representation. 

This position did not mean that he regarded every client accused of misconduct as 

undeserving of assistance. Rather, he sought to distinguish defending a person's legitimate 

interests from endorsing falsehood. His willingness to negotiate settlements, encourage 

admissions of wrongdoing and abandon claims he considered dishonest reflected that 

distinction. 

The question is complicated because the lawyer's duty is not simply to determine whether a 

client is morally admirable. Legal representation protects individuals from the misuse of state 

power and ensures that claims are tested according to established procedures. Even unpopular 

clients deserve competent legal assistance. 

The lawyer's independence must therefore be balanced with duties of loyalty, confidentiality, 

fairness and respect for the client's decisions. Gandhi's practice offers a valuable example of 

professional conscience, but it also illustrates why ethical decisions require careful reasoning 

rather than reliance on personal moral certainty alone. 

His broader significance lies in his refusal to regard legal work as ethically neutral. A 

professional qualification grants knowledge and authority, and those abilities can be used in 

ways that either support or undermine justice. Lawyers help shape the operation of 

institutions; their conduct affects public trust in those institutions. 

Gandhi's career encourages practitioners to ask several questions: Is the factual basis of a 

claim reliable? Are the proposed methods honest? Is a settlement fair? Does the lawyer's 

conduct respect the legitimate rights of others? Are professional skills being used to resolve a 

problem or merely to prolong it? 

These questions remain relevant even where contemporary professional rules differ from 

Gandhi's personal convictions. His example reminds lawyers that the minimum requirements 

of professional regulation and the broader demands of ethical judgment are not always 

identical. 

8. From Private Practice to Public Advocacy 

Gandhi's legal career in South Africa increasingly overlapped with his work as an organiser 

and representative of the Indian community. This development reflected his growing 

recognition that some injustices could not be adequately addressed through individual cases. 

A lawyer might successfully challenge a particular decision while leaving the policy 

responsible for similar decisions untouched. When a discriminatory rule affected an entire 

community, legal remedies for individual clients could prove insufficient. Public advocacy 

was needed to challenge the rule itself. 

Gandhi helped organise petitions, public meetings and campaigns directed at government 

authorities. His professional training assisted him in formulating arguments, documenting 

grievances and explaining why particular measures were unfair. His ability to communicate 



with merchants, officials, lawyers and community members allowed him to connect legal 

issues with wider political concerns. 

The Natal Indian Congress, founded in 1894 with Gandhi's involvement, provided an 

organisational framework for representing Indian interests. It helped turn separate grievances 

into collective demands. Rather than approaching each incident as an isolated problem, 

campaigners could demonstrate how particular laws and policies formed part of a wider 

pattern. 

Gandhi's role in this work also expanded his understanding of representation. A lawyer 

normally acts for a client or group of clients within defined legal procedures. A political 

organiser must engage a wider public, develop common objectives and persuade people to 

participate in collective action. 

The two roles nevertheless shared important features. Both required the identification of 

grievances, the presentation of arguments and the development of strategies to influence 

decisionmakers. Both depended on credibility and the ability to explain complex issues 

clearly. 

Gandhi's legal experience also gave him an understanding of the importance of documentation 

and procedure. Petitions and submissions needed to be coherent, supported by facts and 

directed to the authority capable of responding. Public campaigns could not depend entirely 

on indignation; they also needed to establish what had happened, why it was objectionable 

and what change was being sought. 

Over time, however, Gandhi became less confident that conventional representations would 

secure the changes required. Governments could ignore petitions, restrict political 

participation or maintain discriminatory laws despite well-reasoned objections. The limits of 

legal advocacy became increasingly apparent. 

This did not make his earlier legal work irrelevant. On the contrary, his experience of 

petitions, negotiation and institutional resistance helped him understand what conventional 

methods could achieve and where they might fail. His subsequent campaigns developed partly 

from this accumulated experience. 

The movement from private practice to public advocacy therefore represented an expansion 

rather than a complete abandonment of his legal skills. Gandhi continued to analyse laws, 

formulate claims and negotiate with authorities, but he increasingly worked with communities 

seeking collective change. 

9. The Development of Satyagraha 

One of Gandhi's most important contributions to political thought was the development of 

satyagraha, a term commonly translated as "truth-force" or "holding firmly to truth." The 

concept emerged through his experiences in South Africa and became central to his later 

campaigns in India. 

Satyagraha was not simply passive acceptance of injustice. It involved active resistance, but 

resistance conducted through nonviolent methods. Participants might refuse to cooperate with 

an unjust policy, disobey a discriminatory law, organise public demonstrations or accept 

punishment rather than abandon their principles. 



Several elements of Gandhi's legal experience contributed to this approach. His commitment 

to truth encouraged him to reject deliberate falsehood. His experience of negotiation led him 

to search for ways to confront opponents without treating their destruction as the objective. 

His encounters with discriminatory laws convinced him that formal legality did not settle the 

question of moral legitimacy. 

Satyagraha combined these elements into a method of political action. Rather than relying on 

violence to compel an opponent, the practitioner attempted to expose injustice, appeal to 

conscience and demonstrate a willingness to bear the consequences of resistance. 

This method depended on a distinction between opposing an unjust law and hating the people 

who enforced it. Gandhi sought to challenge the injustice while preserving the possibility of 

reconciliation. The opponent was not necessarily regarded as permanently beyond persuasion. 

The legal analogy is important. In conventional litigation, parties present competing claims 

before an institution empowered to determine the dispute. In satyagraha, those who believe a 

law is unjust make their case before a wider public and, in a moral sense, before the 

conscience of the authority enforcing it. They may deliberately violate the law, but they do so 

openly and accept the consequences rather than relying on concealment. 

This willingness to accept punishment distinguished satyagraha from ordinary evasion. 

Gandhi argued that openly accepting legal penalties could demonstrate sincerity and expose 

the moral contradiction involved in punishing peaceful resistance to injustice. 

His approach did not mean that every lawbreaker was morally justified or that personal 

conviction alone could determine the validity of law. Satyagraha required discipline, 

nonviolence and a willingness to examine one's own conduct. It was intended as a demanding 

form of public action rather than a licence for arbitrary disobedience. 

The legal profession provided a practical foundation for this development. Gandhi understood 

how rules were enacted, how administrative authorities operated and how courts responded to 

challenges. He also knew that legal institutions could be constrained by the political 

environment in which they functioned. 

Satyagraha thus represented a response to the limitations of conventional legal remedies. 

Where the law itself became the instrument of injustice, appealing exclusively to the 

institutions responsible for enforcing it could prove inadequate. Collective nonviolent 

resistance offered another means of challenging authority. 

The method would later influence campaigns against colonial rule in India and inspire 

activists elsewhere. Its relationship to Gandhi's legal career is significant because it shows 

how professional experience can generate forms of social action that extend beyond the 

profession itself. 

10. Gandhi's Criticism of Lawyers and the Legal System 

An apparent contradiction lies at the heart of Gandhi's relationship with law: he spent years 

training and practising as a lawyer, yet he later criticised lawyers, courts and aspects of the 

modern legal system. 



His short work Hind Swaraj, published in 1909, contains a forceful critique of modern 

civilisation and the institutions associated with it. Gandhi questioned whether lawyers and 

courts necessarily promoted justice, arguing that adversarial legal institutions could intensify 

conflict and create dependence on professional intermediaries. 

His criticism was directed partly at the incentives of the legal profession. Lawyers could 

benefit financially from prolonged disputes, while clients might become dependent on 

technical procedures they did not fully understand. Courts could decide disputes according to 

formal rules without addressing the deeper social conditions that produced them. 

Gandhi also challenged the assumption that the expansion of professional institutions 

automatically represented moral progress. A society could possess sophisticated courts and 

extensive legislation while remaining deeply unjust. Technical efficiency was not sufficient if 

institutions failed to cultivate responsibility, self-restraint and mutual respect. 

These arguments were particularly relevant to colonial India, where legal institutions operated 

within a political order that denied Indians full self-government. The courts could provide 

remedies in particular cases, but they could not by themselves remove the broader inequalities 

of colonial rule. 

Nevertheless, Gandhi's critique should not be reduced to the claim that all lawyers are 

dishonest or that courts have no legitimate function. His own career demonstrated the 

practical value of legal knowledge. He used legal methods to represent clients, negotiate 

disputes and challenge discriminatory policies. 

The more productive interpretation is that Gandhi questioned the tendency to treat 

professional institutions as ends in themselves. Law should serve human needs rather than 

encourage people to surrender their moral judgment to experts. Courts could be valuable, but 

they should not become the only imaginable means of resolving social conflict. 

His critique also reflected a wider concern about political agency. If people believed that only 

lawyers or officials could solve their problems, they might become passive participants in 

their own communities. Gandhi sought to encourage people to take responsibility for public 

life and to develop the capacity for collective action. 

There are limitations to this argument. Legal representation is often essential for people who 

face powerful opponents, complicated rules or state coercion. Removing professional 

assistance would not necessarily empower ordinary citizens; it could leave them more 

vulnerable to exploitation. Courts also provide public procedures through which rights can be 

recognised and enforced. 

Gandhi's criticism is therefore most persuasive when understood as a warning against 

excessive dependence on legal institutions, not as a comprehensive argument for their 

abolition. His work invites reflection on how formal law can be combined with ethical 

responsibility, community participation and nonviolent methods of resolving conflict. 

The tension between Gandhi the lawyer and Gandhi the critic of law is not merely an 

inconsistency. It reveals the evolution of his thought. He learned to use the legal system, 

observed its limitations and eventually developed methods of resistance for situations in 

which ordinary legal remedies were insufficient. 



11. Gandhi's Relationship with the British Legal Tradition 

Gandhi's legal education in London gave him familiarity with British institutions and legal 

traditions. His professional identity as a barrister initially connected him to the prestige and 

authority associated with the British legal system. Yet his experiences in South Africa and 

India led him to challenge the relationship between British claims about the rule of law and 

the realities of colonial government. 

The rule of law generally implies that public power should be exercised according to 

established legal rules rather than arbitrary personal commands. It also depends on the idea 

that legal procedures should constrain officials and provide predictable means of resolving 

disputes. 

Gandhi's experience revealed that these principles could be applied unevenly. Colonial 

authorities might invoke legality while maintaining laws that discriminated on racial grounds 

or restricted political rights. A legal system could therefore possess formal regularity without 

providing substantive equality. 

This tension helped shape Gandhi's understanding of legitimate authority. He did not simply 

reject every British legal institution. He used petitions, courts and professional procedures 

when they offered a means of challenging injustice. However, he increasingly insisted that the 

moral worth of a law could not be determined solely by the authority that enacted it. 

His position raises a question that remains central to constitutional government: what should 

people do when a law is legally valid but fundamentally unjust? 

One response is to challenge it through the courts, seeking an interpretation or remedy 

consistent with higher legal principles. Another is to campaign for legislative reform. Gandhi 

used both conventional representations and broader political mobilisation. When he concluded 

that the available legal remedies were inadequate, he also advocated nonviolent civil 

disobedience. 

Civil disobedience, in his conception, required a serious moral objection and a willingness to 

accept responsibility for the consequences. It was not equivalent to claiming that every 

individual could disregard any law that conflicted with personal preference. 

His approach suggested that loyalty to justice might sometimes require disobedience to 

particular legal commands. This was a challenge to unquestioning legal positivism, 

understood broadly as the idea that the existence and validity of a law must be distinguished 

from its moral merits. Gandhi's position did not eliminate the distinction between legal 

validity and moral legitimacy; rather, it emphasised that the distinction mattered profoundly 

for responsible political action. 

His legal background made this argument especially powerful. He understood the significance 

of legal procedure, yet he refused to regard procedure as the final answer to every question of 

justice. 

12. Gandhi's Return to India and the Transformation of His Role 

Gandhi returned permanently to India in 1915 after spending many years in South Africa. By 

this time, he had developed a substantial understanding of legal practice, community 



organisation and political resistance. His reputation extended beyond the profession, and he 

was increasingly regarded as a public figure capable of organising campaigns against 

injustice. 

His subsequent work in India focused less on building a conventional private practice and 

more on public service, social reform and the struggle for self-government. He became 

involved in campaigns concerning the conditions of peasants, labourers and other 

communities facing economic or political disadvantage. 

The transition did not mean that his legal training suddenly became irrelevant. Instead, the 

knowledge and habits acquired through legal practice continued to influence his approach to 

public problems. He examined evidence, gathered accounts of grievances, questioned official 

claims and sought negotiated settlements where possible. 

His involvement in the Champaran campaign of 1917 illustrates this approach. Peasants in 

Bihar faced coercive agricultural arrangements associated with indigo cultivation. Gandhi 

investigated their complaints, listened to local accounts and helped bring their grievances into 

public view. The campaign combined fact-finding, organised pressure and negotiation with 

authorities. 

Although Champaran was not simply a conventional lawsuit, the methods Gandhi used 

reflected aspects of legal practice. He sought to establish the facts before drawing 

conclusions, documented the experiences of affected people and formulated demands that 

could be addressed through institutional action. 

The campaign demonstrated how skills developed through professional work could be 

adapted to social reform. Gandhi was no longer acting primarily as counsel for a private 

client. He was helping a community articulate its grievances and press for changes in the 

conditions governing its life. 

Other campaigns would expand this method to wider political issues. Gandhi became a central 

figure in the Non-Cooperation Movement, the Salt March and later campaigns of civil 

disobedience. These movements used mass participation, public argument and deliberate 

nonviolent resistance to challenge British rule. 

The Salt March of 1930 is particularly illustrative. Gandhi and his followers challenged the 

colonial salt laws through the symbolic production of salt, an act that transformed an ordinary 

commodity into a focus for political resistance. The campaign presented a legal restriction as 

an issue of public morality and political legitimacy. 

The relationship between these campaigns and Gandhi's earlier legal career is indirect but 

important. His professional experience had taught him to identify rules, assess their effects, 

formulate arguments and pursue remedies. His political work expanded these skills from the 

representation of individual clients to the mobilisation of entire communities. 

At the same time, his transformation demonstrated that professional qualifications need not 

determine the limits of a person's public contribution. Gandhi eventually gave up 

conventional legal practice because he believed that the demands of public service required 

his full commitment. 

13. The Lawyer's Skills in Gandhi's Political Method 



Gandhi's political leadership drew upon several abilities that had been developed or 

strengthened through his legal career. 

First, he understood the importance of evidence. Lawyers must distinguish between allegation 

and proof, examine competing accounts and identify the facts necessary to support a claim. 

Gandhi's investigations into local grievances similarly depended on gathering testimony and 

documenting conditions rather than relying exclusively on general accusations. 

Second, he understood the power of argument. Legal disputes require a clear statement of the 

issue, an explanation of the applicable principles and a persuasive account of why a particular 

conclusion should follow. Gandhi adapted this method to public communication, presenting 

political campaigns around concrete grievances and intelligible demands. 

Third, he understood negotiation. His experience with commercial disputes encouraged him to 

seek settlements and identify areas where agreement might be possible. Even during 

confrontations with government authorities, he often sought to establish terms under which a 

dispute could be resolved. 

Fourth, he recognised the importance of credibility. A lawyer's reputation can affect how 

arguments are received, and Gandhi believed that consistency between words and actions 

strengthened the authority of a public campaign. His insistence on personal discipline was 

therefore not merely private morality; it was also connected to the credibility of his political 

methods. 

Fifth, he understood procedure and institutional power. His legal education taught him that 

disputes unfold within structures of authority, with rules governing who can act, which 

arguments are heard and what remedies are available. Political resistance required an 

understanding of those structures and of the circumstances in which they could be challenged. 

Finally, he recognised that a formally successful argument might not produce a lasting 

solution. Legal victories can be limited by enforcement problems, political opposition or 

continuing social inequalities. Gandhi's political approach sought not only to obtain particular 

concessions but also to change relationships between rulers and ruled. 

These connections should not be exaggerated. Political leadership is not simply a larger 

version of courtroom advocacy, and mass movements involve social, economic and 

psychological forces that differ from the dynamics of individual litigation. Gandhi's 

achievements depended on more than his legal training. 

Nevertheless, his career demonstrates how professional skills can be transformed when they 

are applied to a different purpose. The lawyer's work of examining evidence, making 

arguments, negotiating and testing claims became part of a wider method for challenging 

political authority. 

14. Limitations and Contradictions in Gandhi's Legal Outlook 

A balanced assessment of Gandhi as a lawyer must acknowledge the limitations of his 

approach. His emphasis on truth, reconciliation and moral responsibility offers important 

insights, but it does not resolve every problem encountered in legal practice. 



One difficulty concerns the relationship between truthfulness and the rights of clients. Gandhi 

sometimes placed a strong emphasis on disclosure and confession. In contemporary legal 

systems, however, a defendant's right to silence, confidentiality and the presumption of 

innocence are essential protections against coercive state power. A lawyer should not confuse 

personal moral conviction with the legal rights of the person represented. 

The duty to avoid knowingly misleading a court does not mean that a lawyer must reveal 

everything known about a client. Nor does it mean that a person accused of an offence must 

confess in order to deserve legal assistance. Gandhi's personal approach cannot be applied 

indiscriminately without considering these distinctions. 

A second limitation concerns compromise. Gandhi often preferred negotiation to prolonged 

litigation, but compromise is not always fair. Where one party possesses significantly greater 

economic or political power, a negotiated agreement may reflect inequality rather than 

genuine reconciliation. Legal remedies can be necessary to protect the weaker party and 

establish enforceable rights. 

A third issue concerns the scope of his early professional practice. Gandhi initially 

represented commercial interests and relatively prosperous Indian clients. His later public 

image as a champion of the oppressed can lead readers to overlook this aspect of his career. 

His political development involved a gradual expansion of concern beyond private clients to 

broader social questions. 

A fourth issue concerns his critique of legal institutions. Gandhi was right to question whether 

courts automatically produce justice, but the rejection of excessive legalism does not 

eliminate the need for reliable institutions. Independent courts, procedural safeguards and 

access to legal representation remain important protections, particularly for people without 

political influence. 

There are also broader questions about the consistency of Gandhi's own political and social 

views. His public career contained positions and practices that have been criticised by later 

scholars and activists. His treatment of caste, his evolving views on social hierarchy and 

aspects of his early attitudes towards race require examination within their historical contexts. 

His commitment to justice in one field should not prevent critical scrutiny of his conduct or 

beliefs in another. 

Such criticism does not require dismissing his legal achievements. Instead, it makes it 

possible to distinguish between the principles he articulated, the actions he undertook and the 

consequences of those actions. Historical figures are best understood through evidence and 

context rather than by treating them as either flawless moral authorities or figures whose 

contradictions invalidate all their contributions. 

Gandhi's importance as a lawyer lies not in providing an infallible ethical code but in raising 

enduring questions about the relationship between professional expertise and moral 

responsibility. His career invites continued debate about when lawyers should compromise, 

how they should balance competing duties and what they should do when existing institutions 

fail to deliver justice. 

15. Gandhi's Legacy for Modern Legal Practice 



Gandhi's legal career continues to offer lessons for lawyers, judges, students and people 

interested in the administration of justice. His influence is not confined to India or to the 

historical circumstances of colonial rule. Several of the questions he raised remain relevant to 

modern legal systems. 

The first concerns professional integrity. Gandhi believed that a lawyer's credibility depended 

on a commitment to truthfulness. Contemporary professional ethics similarly prohibits 

knowingly misleading courts and recognises the importance of honesty in legal proceedings. 

Gandhi's example encourages practitioners to consider how small compromises with truth can 

undermine the integrity of a case and the public standing of the profession. 

The second concerns the purpose of legal representation. Lawyers should pursue their clients' 

legitimate interests competently, but they must also recognise the rules and ethical constraints 

governing their work. Gandhi's career encourages reflection on the distinction between 

vigorous advocacy and the manipulation of evidence or procedure. 

The third concerns alternative dispute resolution. Gandhi's preference for negotiation and 

settlement anticipates modern efforts to resolve suitable disputes through mediation, 

arbitration and collaborative methods. His experience suggests that a successful outcome 

should be assessed not only by whether one party defeats another, but also by whether the 

underlying problem is resolved fairly and sustainably. 

The fourth concerns access to justice. Gandhi's work in South Africa demonstrated how 

collective organisation could help communities challenge discriminatory policies. Legal 

systems may offer formal remedies while still placing practical barriers in the way of people 

with limited resources or political influence. His career highlights the importance of making 

legal protection meaningful in practice. 

The fifth concerns the relationship between law and morality. Modern legal systems must 

accommodate citizens with different beliefs and values, and courts cannot simply replace 

legal rules with an individual lawyer's personal convictions. Nevertheless, legal practitioners 

inevitably encounter questions about injustice, institutional responsibility and the proper 

limits of obedience. Gandhi's example illustrates the importance of reflecting on those 

questions rather than assuming that legal validity settles every moral issue. 

The sixth concerns the social responsibility of professionals. Gandhi eventually concluded 

that his skills could be used more effectively in public service than in conventional private 

practice. His decision does not imply that every lawyer should abandon professional work. 

Rather, it demonstrates that professional expertise can contribute to public life in different 

ways, including legal aid, human rights work, public administration, education and reform. 

Finally, Gandhi's legacy highlights the importance of consistency between means and ends. 

He believed that a just objective could not be separated entirely from the methods used to 

achieve it. In legal practice, this principle encourages lawyers to ask whether the tactics they 

employ are compatible with the justice they claim to seek. 

These lessons must be applied with care. Gandhi's methods developed in a particular 

historical environment, and modern legal systems have institutions, rights and professional 

obligations that differ from those of colonial South Africa and India. His ideas should 

therefore be critically adapted rather than mechanically copied. 



Yet the fundamental questions remain recognisable. Does the lawyer's duty end with 

winning? Can a technically valid procedure produce an unjust result? How should a 

professional respond when legal institutions protect unequal power? When is compromise 

constructive, and when does it surrender an essential right? 

Gandhi's career offers no universal formula for answering these questions. It does, however, 

demonstrate the importance of treating them as central to professional life. 

Conclusion 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi's career as a lawyer was a decisive period in the development 

of his moral outlook, political methods and understanding of justice. His legal education at the 

Inner Temple in London provided the professional foundation for his work, but his early 

struggles in India taught him that qualification alone did not guarantee success. His move to 

South Africa in 1893 gave him the opportunity to develop a substantial practice and exposed 

him to the practical realities of commercial disputes, colonial administration and racial 

discrimination. 

As a practising barrister, Gandhi handled civil and commercial matters, advised business 

clients and learned the value of preparation, negotiation and settlement. His work increasingly 

overlapped with the political concerns of the Indian community, particularly as discriminatory 

laws and administrative practices revealed the limitations of individual legal remedies. 

Through petitions, public advocacy and organised campaigns, he began to use his professional 

skills for broader social purposes. 

His commitment to truthfulness became a defining feature of his approach to legal ethics. He 

believed that lawyers should not knowingly rely on false claims and that professional 

credibility depended on honesty. His preference for negotiation also reflected a conviction 

that the purpose of legal work should be to resolve disputes rather than simply intensify 

conflict. At the same time, his approach raises questions about the relationship between 

truthfulness, client autonomy, confidentiality and procedural rights—questions that remain 

important in modern legal practice. 

Most significantly, Gandhi's experience of discriminatory laws helped him distinguish legal 

validity from moral legitimacy. He learned that courts and legislation could offer remedies, 

but they could also sustain unjust political arrangements. When conventional methods proved 

insufficient, he developed satyagraha, a form of disciplined, nonviolent resistance that sought 

to challenge injustice without abandoning the pursuit of truth or the possibility of 

reconciliation. 

Gandhi's later criticism of lawyers and courts was therefore connected to, rather than wholly 

separate from, his professional experience. He questioned the tendency to treat legal 

institutions as sufficient solutions to human problems and argued that justice required moral 

responsibility, public participation and a willingness to confront unjust authority. His career 

illustrates both the value of legal institutions and the need to examine their limitations. 

A critical assessment must also acknowledge that Gandhi was not a perfect embodiment of his 

own principles. His professional decisions and political views can be debated, and his ethical 

approach does not provide a complete answer to every problem faced by lawyers. The 

protections afforded by modern legal systems, particularly the rights of defendants and the 



importance of fair procedure, cannot simply be subordinated to an individual's understanding 

of truth. 

Nevertheless, Gandhi's career remains a significant study in the relationship between 

professional life and public responsibility. He began as a young barrister seeking a successful 

career, became an experienced lawyer and community advocate in South Africa, and 

eventually devoted himself to social reform and India's struggle for independence. At each 

stage, his understanding of law evolved through practical experience. 

The enduring lesson of Gandhi as a lawyer is that legal knowledge acquires its wider 

significance through the purposes for which it is used. Technical competence is essential, but 

it is not sufficient. Lawyers must also consider truth, fairness, the rights of those they 

represent and the consequences of their actions for society. Gandhi's life demonstrates that the 

law can be both a practical profession and a starting point for profound questions about 

justice, conscience and the moral responsibilities of those who practise it. 

His greatest contribution to the history of law may therefore be less a particular legal doctrine 

than a continuing challenge: to ensure that the pursuit of professional success does not 

become detached from the pursuit of justice. 
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