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Satyagraha and the Conquest of Evil*

Gandhi and Tolstoy were perfectionists. Perfectionism is a doctrine that wants to 
maximise all that is best in the world. All individuals should develop the best 
qualities. So what are the best qualities? In the West, great men like Nietzsche have 
stressed that this perfectionism is associated with a rather grand view of people 
doing great art and great music and great action; people like Napoleon, literary 
figures like Goethe and so on. 

Gandhi following Tolstoy had quite a different version of perfectionism which 
confined it just to moral and spiritual matters. It was moral and spiritual 
perfectionism. Things like art, music, literature had no intrinsic value, according 
to Gandhi. He had use for them only when they were connected with the moral 
and spiritual well-being of human beings, or as an expression of our devotion to or 
understanding of spiritual reality. 

The problem with traditional perfectionism is that such perfectionism has a danger 
that all these great people mentioned, Napoleon and others, they achieved great 
things, the so-called great things and the rest of us got left out. At best, we just 
get vicarious pleasure by following the lives of these people, by admiring their 
adventures or as working as fodder for their projects. This is a highly inegalitarian 
philosophy. Some people have suggested that it is also connected with racism. 

People like Hastings Rashdall, Professor of Moral Philosophy at Oxford, many 

* This lecture ‘Satyagraha and the Conquest of Evil’ by Professor Vinit Haksar was presented on 20 February 2019 at the India 
International Centre in collaboration with the Raza Foundation, under the series ‘Gandhi Matters’. It is based on Vinit Haksar’s 
book Gandhi and Liberalism : Satyagraha and the Conquest of Evil. 2018. London, New York, Delhi: Routledge. Many of the 
topics discussed here are discussed in much greater depth in the book.
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years ago, suggested that the lower races could be used as fodder for the higher 
races, because higher races achieve greater things. Even if you cut out the racial 
element, individuals will differ in their talents. This seems a negative view that 
you rank some people much higher than others, because they happen to be more 
fortunate and be born with more talents. 

With moral and spiritual perfectionism also, one could say that this could lead to 
inequalities because some people are well-endowed spiritually and morally, others 
are not. Tolstoy had a very interesting answer to this objection. On his view ‘the 
movement towards perfection … of the woman who was a sinner, or the thief on 
the cross is of a higher degree of perfectionism than the stagnant righteousness 
of the Pharisee’. 1 You see the progress they have made from where they were to 
where they have got to now, and then that is a measure of their achievement, their 
moral and spiritual progress in this life. In this view, almost everyone gets a fair 
chance in this race, it is like a handicap race. It is quite a fair race when you make 
allowance for handicaps. 

However, both Tolstoy and Gandhi had respect for 
sinners who were following perfection because 
they were making an effort to get out and progress. 
It is the amount you progress in this life, not the 
height which you are at that matters. If you are just 
smug and you have achieved some greatness in 
the past, you are not going to be admired on this 
account.  

Now the other thing one wants to point out about 
Tolstoy and Gandhi’s perfectionism is this. There 

However, both Tolstoy and 
Gandhi had respect for 
sinners who were following 
perfection because they were 
making an effort to get out 
and progress. It is the amount 
you progress in this life, not 
the height which you are at 
that matters. If you are just 
smug and you have achieved 
some greatness in the past, 
you are not going to be 
admired on this account. 
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are two kinds of ideals, unattainable ideals and attainable ideals. In favour of 
attainable ideals, one might argue that we don’t want ideals to be too demanding, 
so let us settle for attainable ideals. Let us have ideals which are realistic and not 
too high. But both Tolstoy and Gandhi rejected this view for what is I think is quite 
a good reason. They said unattainable ideals have a wonderful majesty and awe 
about them. In fact, they were like God to both of them. Gandhi talks of truth as 
God, and truth is also an ideal. It is never achieved fully in this life. Non-violence 
is also an ideal, it is never achieved fully in this life. So these are things you are so 
awestruck with, it is not just something you practise only to a limited degree, you 
also worship the ideal. It has a great pull on action also because it inspires us to 
greater things in morality and spirituality. 

Truth for Gandhi was with a capital T. Many philosophers believe that such truth 
does not exist; there are only a lot of true statements and facts to which they 
correspond, but Gandhi had something else in mind. He was looking at the core 
of the universe, and trying to find out what is the spiritual and moral basis of it. 
It was not by the head that you could get to the truth for Gandhi, in these matters. 
The truth is also there at a very practical level. There he used his head. He said 
too modestly that he doesn’t have any more ordinary intelligence than ordinary 
people. For Gandhi, you should never go against reason and evidence, but see 
things that are beyond reason and evidence. To discover these, one also requires 
different qualities which Gandhi had cultivated to a great degree. He spent his life 
cultivating them. What are these qualities? These are things like humility, purity 
of heart, and if you have them, then you find the truth which is beyond the broadly 
scientific realm. 

Gandhi was a powerful leader of millions of men and women, and he challenged 
the British Empire. So in what sense can such a man be described as a humble or 
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meek man? He was humble in the sense that with regard to God, with regard to 
truth as it were, he saw himself as insignificant compared to the whole universe. 
That is how he could worship truth which was God to him. That is how he could 
worship non-violence which was also a kind of God to him. So this is the way 
in which he was humble that he reduced himself to a ‘cipher’ in order to pursue 
truth and non-violence. Purity of heart is another thing that was absolutely vital to 
Gandhi because unless you have a pure heart, you will not find the truth in spiritual 
and moral matters. Truth or God’s presence is not perceived with one’s senses  
but felt as it were, you get glimpses of it from time to time. So this was roughly 
his view. 

One wants to discuss certain specific problems 
that arise for Gandhi. Not so much in his search 
for truth, but in his practice of non-violence. 
Non-violence for Gandhi is not just a negative 
state. It is a positive state of love. It is a means 
to truth. The means for Gandhi are as important 
as the ends, if not more important. So in terms of 
importance, they are just as high, just as worthy 
of worship and also of study. 

One interesting feature of Gandhi’s views is that 
non-violence is not just an ideal. If it is an ideal, 
you can say that it doesn’t matter if we haven’t 

reached it, in fact we never can reach the unattainable ideal. However, we strive 
towards it. However, for Gandhi, the complication came because it was also a 
moral principle. Now if it is a moral principle and not just an ideal, then each time 
you do something violent, you violate the moral principle. Gandhi quite rightly 

One wants to discuss certain 
specific problems that arise 
for Gandhi. Not so much in 
his search for truth, but in his 
practice of non-violence. Non-
violence for Gandhi is not just 
a negative state. It is a positive 
state of love. It is a means to 
truth. The means for Gandhi 
are as important as the ends, 
if not more important. So in 
terms of importance, they are 
just as high, just as worthy of 
worship and also of study.
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says as long as we are embodied beings, some degree of violence is essential, you 
have to commit some violence as long as you are living in this world. This creates 
some problems for Gandhi because he also believed that ends don’t justify means. 
So, if ends don’t justify means, and violence is sometimes necessary and violence 
is an evil, what do we do? At least sometimes we are stuck with violence and evil. 
This is one of the problems facing Gandhi.

There is the principle of double effect which some of you may have heard of which 
is one way of solving this problem of choosing between evils. On this principle, 
you should never intentionally do an evil, but if evil results as a side effect of your 
conduct and you had to do that action, you are not responsible for the side effects 
because you had a duty to do your action. An example will make it clearer. Take the 
case of abortion. According to the principle of double effect, you should never kill 
a foetus provided it has reached personhood. You should never kill such a foetus 
or remove such a foetus which amounts to killing because that would be an evil. 
Suppose the mother dies because you don’t remove the foetus. Is that not an evil? 
Of course it is very sad if the mother dies, she has at least as much right to live as 
the foetus who has personhood. However, we haven’t done a wrong, we haven’t 
done an evil, we haven’t violated the principle that good ends don’t justify evil 
means. This is just a side effect of what we had to do, what was our duty to do, 
that is never to do evil. So that is how the doctrine works. It is a very controversial 
doctrine. It is very popular among Catholics in particular and Gandhi presupposes 
this doctrine. I have argued this at some length in my book Gandhi and Liberalism.

Gandhi presupposes something like this doctrine. I will give examples from it also. 
Gandhi not only had to adhere to this doctrine but he also brought in complications 
because of his belief that non-violence is a moral principle, and therefore any 
violation of non-violence is evil, any violence is evil. Yet, we have seen that for 
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Gandhi some degree of violence is inevitable as long as we are human beings. So 
he is in much more of a dilemma here because we have to do evil from time to time. 
In the case of abortion, it gives an answer at least. The answer is you let the mother 
die, it is very sad but you let the mother die as a consequence of not killing the 
foetus. In the case of Gandhian non-violence, we are so often stuck with violence 
whatever we do. So don’t we have to use it as a means, at least sometimes?

Gandhi was once asked if there can be violence in 
a spirit of love. He emphatically said, no, never. 
One has the impertinence to not only say Gandhi 
is wrong in this reply but also to say that Gandhi’s 
own view is different from what Gandhi says it is 
when he says, no, never; that is not Gandhi’s view. 
Violence in a spirit of love is not only Gandhi’s 
view, but it is an essential part of his philosophy.

Gandhi was a very honest man. George Orwell2 
actually complimented him that unlike the typical 
pacifist, he is ready to face difficult cases for his 
view. He does not hide behind some facade. He 
admits that there is a need for some violence in 
this world. 

Gandhi sometimes propagates an extreme view 
which might suggest that there is no need for 
violence, but in his moderate moments he admits 
as we have seen that there is a need for it. The 
easiest case for Gandhi is paternalistic violence 

Gandhi sometimes propagates 
an extreme view which 
might suggest that there is no 
need for violence, but in his 
moderate moments he admits 
as we have seen that there is a 
need for it. The easiest case for 
Gandhi is paternalistic violence 
or so-called paternalistic 
violence. Gandhi said that if 
it is harming a person then it 
is really forbidden, but if you 
are not harming a person, if 
you are benefiting him, then 
it is allowed, it is not really 
violence. If you slap a child 
for its own good, that is ok. 
If someone is hysterical, you 
slap such a person, and if this 
is the most effective cure, then 
it is allowed because you are 
trying to benefit the person. If 
an animal is suffering and the 
only way of preventing such 
suffering is to kill the animal, 
then he justifies such killing. 
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or so-called paternalistic violence. Gandhi said that if it is harming a person then it 
is really forbidden, but if you are not harming a person, if you are benefiting him, 
then it is allowed, it is not really violence. If you slap a child for its own good, 
that is ok. If someone is hysterical, you slap such a person, and if this is the most 
effective cure, then it is allowed because you are trying to benefit the person. If 
an animal is suffering and the only way of preventing such suffering is to kill the 
animal, then he justifies such killing.  

In fact, in his book Hind Swaraj, someone actually said, if this is your view, then 
why don’t we kill our British rulers, because they are sinning so much and we will 
benefit them by killing them, by preventing them from doing these sinful acts in 
India. Gandhi replied, can you honestly say that your motive for such killing is that 
you want to save the souls of these British rulers? Are you not motivated by hatred 
of the British rulers? 

In the cases of paternalistic violence, he is relatively at home. He can deal with 
these examples. The really difficult examples for him are self-defence, and also 
violence to save innocent third parties. If you take innocent third parties, if there 
is someone wanting to kill a friend of yours or some innocent person, what do 
you do? Gandhi says you interpose yourself in between the two, but not all of us 
are capable of non-violently offering to sacrifice our life, and what guarantee is 
there that such sacrifice will always save the life of the potential victim? Gandhi 
has an extreme view and a moderate one. Sometimes he has the extreme view that 
interposing yourself, and being willing to sacrifice yourself, will always save the 
innocent person, but this is not always true. Very often, getting in between the 
attacker and the potential victim will not save the victim, even if you sacrifice your 
life as a Satyagrahi.
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The moderate Gandhi agreed that if you don’t have the non-violent virtues 
cultivated to such heights, then you should use violence, minimum violence, to 
prevent harm to this innocent person. This is much better than cowardice. I have 

argued in my book that Gandhi had worked out a 
theory of the second best in several areas where 
the ideal is too demanding.

Suppose monkeys come and eat crops, should 
we just let them eat the crops? We can’t reason 
with them. Gandhi agreed that we need to kill 
the monkeys. With dogs who are suffering from 
incurable illness Gandhi allows their killing; 
it is not really violence according to him, 
because there is no overall harm done to them. 
In the case of killing monkeys to prevent them 
from damaging crops, you are harming them in 
order to benefit the farmers. So this is straight 
violence that lands Gandhi in the problem that he 
sanctions violence. Another example that Gandhi 
discusses is if a ‘lunatic’ with a gun runs amuck 
and threatens to shoot people, we may have to use 
violence to prevent the death of innocent people. 
Here again we use violence against an individual 
for the benefit of others.

Some defenders of Gandhi say, these are 
exceptional cases, monkeys and lunatics. We 
cannot reason with them, so we may have to 

If you look at what happens 
in society, you take these 
sex maniacs raping women. 
Suppose you don’t have 
enough opportunity to reform 
them before the event? Gandhi 
says some indefensible things 
with regard to rape. He says 
that a woman with Sita’s 
‘resplendent purity’ cannot be 
raped and things like that. No 
consolation to the ordinary 
woman who understandably 
may not aspire to such purity. 
Then, he says, there may be 
some yogic practices which 
you can cultivate and those 
yogic practices can help you 
to kill yourself before you 
are raped. In his moderate 
moments, he does allow 
outward violence against the 
rapist in such cases. In fact, he 
never denied that cowardice 
is worse than violence. So if 
you run away while your sister 
is being raped, this is much 
worse than if you save her by 
killing the rapist.
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kill them in an emergency. With the ordinary criminals who have rationality, we 
should use reason. We can be totally non-violent with some exceptions. In the 
case of social and political change, for instance through civil disobedience, we 
should be non-violent. Gandhi made more major exceptions because it is a very 
artificial distinction between rationality and irrationality, especially in the case of 
crime. If you look at what happens in society, you take these sex maniacs raping 
women. Suppose you don’t have enough opportunity to reform them before the 
event? Gandhi says some indefensible things with regard to rape. He says that a 
woman with Sita’s ‘resplendent purity’ cannot be raped and things like that. No 
consolation to the ordinary woman who understandably may not aspire to such 
purity. Then, he says, there may be some yogic practices which you can cultivate 
and those yogic practices can help you to kill yourself before you are raped. In 
his moderate moments, he does allow outward violence against the rapist in such 
cases. In fact, he never denied that cowardice is worse than violence. So if you run 
away while your sister is being raped, this is much worse than if you save her by 
killing the rapist. 

Another example is war. On war, his views are very interesting. Again, he is very 
honest. In the Boer War and in the First World war, he was out with the ambulance 
etc. helping the war effort, because he felt he was benefiting from the British 
Empire and owed them a debt. Later, he felt the British Empire was on balance evil 
and so during the Second World War, he launched the non-cooperation movement, 
the Quit India movement, and was willing to cooperate with the British only 
on honourable terms. After India became independent, he reluctantly supported 
India’s war with Pakistan. He said that given that there isn’t a non-violent army, he 
can’t impose his solutions. There were two problems. One, that there wasn’t a non-
violent army. Secondly, the people of Kashmir didn’t want the non-violent army 
instead of the real army to help them. And most people wouldn’t like a non-violent 
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army as a substitute for a real army, if their defence was really threatened. So 
Gandhi as a good democrat agreed he couldn’t impose his solution on these people. 
Even if he had dictatorial powers he wouldn’t impose it. So in all these cases, 
Gandhi has a problem, we have the need for violence. Yet for Gandhi, violence can 
never be justified. 

Gandhi distinguishes outward violence from inward violence. Outward violence 
is sometimes unavoidable.’When violence is unavoidable, it must be spontaneous, 
must be the lowest minimum, must be rooted in compassion, must have 
discrimination, restraint, detachment at its back and must lead us every moment to 
the path of ahimsa.’3 This quote is absolutely essential to understanding Gandhi.

There are two things that he says about the use of outward violence. One is that 
it is never justified, but it can sometimes be excused or pardoned. The other 
thing is that and that is why this quote is so important, that it must lead us every 
moment to the path of ahimsa. Gandhi distinguished violence as a creed from 
violence as a matter of policy or tactic. People like Nehru and Patel, the bulk 
of them followed the non-violent message as a tactic, as an expedience. Gandhi 
thought that was absolutely wrong. If you believe in non-violence, it should be as 
a creed. He attributed the partition riots and the Hindu Muslim problem which led 
to the partition to the fact that he admitted the people who joined the non-violent 
movement as an expedience. Although he did once in a cynical vein say some 
years earlier, I better allow people who believe in non-violence as an expedience, 
because if I insist that the army should only consist of those who believe in it as a 
creed, I may be left with a non-violent army of one. 

There is a consistent Gandhian approach which I think is absolutely practicable. 
You must get rid of inner violence, hatred, malice, envy, jealousy, these are all 
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violent emotions. Then there is outward violence 
which is physical violence and Gandhi says that 
outward violence is excusable or pardoned in 
the cases  just referred to, provided it is done 
with detachment, with discrimination, restraint, 
compassion etc. That is why I am suggesting 
that compassion can be combined with violence 
using minimum physical violence necessary . You 
retain compassion for the person against whom 
you are outwardly violent. During the war with 
Pakistan, as some of you know, he went on a 
fast unto death, because India was holding on to 
assets that belonged to Pakistan. Nehru and others 
said that this is a war, they will use it for military 
purposes but Gandhi replied, it belongs to them, 
therefore we should give it to them. One would 
say this is violence with compassion. And this 
particular example was one of the reasons that Nathuram Godse gave for killing 
Gandhi. So, he was in a sense a satyagrahi for this cause. 

Gandhi’s view in the quote given was that you need to do violence from time to time, 
but you still can follow Ahimsa as a creed, you can still be committed to ahimsa. 
You may ask if you are doing a violent deed, how do you show your commitment to 
ahimsa? You show it in two ways. One, your heart is pure, you are detached, have 
no violent emotions. The other way is that because you believe in non-violence as a 
creed, you put all your effort into making society more non-violent. So that is what 
non-violence as a creed is as opposed to as a tactic, where you just use it against the 
British Rulers and then you forget about it in other walks of life. 

There is a consistent Gandhian 
approach which I think 
is absolutely practicable. 
You must get rid of inner 
violence, hatred, malice, 
envy, jealousy, these are all 
violent emotions. Then there 
is outward violence which is 
physical violence and Gandhi 
says that outward violence is 
excusable or pardoned in the 
cases  just referred to, provided 
it is done with detachment, 
with discrimination, restraint, 
compassion etc. That is why I 
am suggesting that compassion 
can be combined with violence 
using minimum physical 
violence necessary .
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Gandhi recommends that you do your best, and people’s best varies of course, but 
every time you are violent, you should do something to reduce such violence as 
much as reasonably possible in all walks of life.

That is how the quote about violence can make 
sense; violence must lead us every moment to 
the path of ahimsa. How does violence lead to 
ahimsa? Take the paternalistic case. You slap a 
child for its own good. You have devised ways 
of dealing non-violently with the child. Or take 
the case of ECT, electroconvulsive therapy, awful 
stuff that you impose on mentally ill people. If 
your child needs it, you impose that on him for 
his own good. Gandhi would actually say it is not 
really violence if the ECT is given for the good 
of the child. There is something to be said for 
saying it is violence. You must strive for ahimsa, 
you have to either discover alternate treatments 
for this or promote non-violence in other walks 
of life.

Someone who believes in non-violence as a 
creed is committed to non-violence in other 
spheres also. If you are only non-violent with 
regard to your rulers, but violent with regard to 
your family, or against the weaker sections of the 

community, this is not following non-violence as a creed. If animals are allowed 
into your consideration, you shouldn’t eat meat. Of course, again everyone has to 

That is how the quote about 
violence can make sense; 
violence must lead us every 
moment to the path of ahimsa. 
How does violence lead to 
ahimsa? Take the paternalistic 
case. You slap a child for its 
own good. You have devised 
ways of dealing non-violently 
with the child. Or take the case 
of ECT, electroconvulsive 
therapy, awful stuff that you 
impose on mentally ill people. 
If your child needs it, you 
impose that on him for his own 
good. Gandhi would actually 
say it is not really violence 
if the ECT is given for the 
good of the child. There is 
something to be said for saying 
it is violence. You must strive 
for ahimsa, you have to either 
discover alternate treatments 
for this or promote non-
violence in other walks of life. 
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compromise, and Gandhi explicitly said they are their own judges of where best to 
compromise. But you go in that direction. So every time you are doing violence, 
you do some soul-searching about how you follow ahimsa. That is what you do 
when you are failing in other places.

The other thing one wants to mention is about self-sacrifice and that is very 
important to Gandhi because satyagrahis must be prepared to sacrifice a lot and 
even sacrifice their lives if necessary. Now isn’t that violence? But Gandhi says no. 
It is sacrifice, but it is not violence. The satyagrahi is ennobled by his self-sacrifice. 

Gandhi’s Sarvodaya is the welfare of all, it is not just welfare of some, or even of 
the many. Do you sacrifice satyagrahis who are such good people? His answer to 
that is twofold. One, that in the next life, they will be much better off. This reply 
will only convince those who believe in the next life. The second thing he says is 
that these people will be better off even in this life. In this life, someone who just 
died as a satyagrahi, how is he better off? Gandhi gives the example of Christ. 
Christ has won in the long run, because we all admire Christ. The other people, 
Pontius Pilate and others have been forgotten. History has shown that Christ has 
won. The people who sacrifice themselves for good causes win even in this world, 
for their moral and spiritual wellbeing is enhanced. 

Even Gandhi believed, at least at times, that the ‘end to be achieved is human 
happiness combined with full mental and moral growth’4. This last thing, happiness 
is very important and you can use grander terms like bliss and anand, not just in the 
next life but in this life. People’s well-being is much more important as an end than 
talk of gross national product. Well-being does not include just moral and spiritual 
wellbeing to the exclusion of the happiness element. 


