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Journey of Life

Gokhale’s ancestors had played an honourable part in the
national history of this Maratha race. One of them had received
the title of Raste — loyal — from the grandson of Shivaji, Prince
Shahu, on account of his faithfulness in connection with certain
financial responsibilities which had been entrusted to him. Other
members of the family had held posts in the civil administration
of the Maratha state under the Peshwas, who governed it during
the eighteenth century.

They were Brahmins of the Brahmins, orthodox and scrupulous
in their own religious observances, and yet accustomed to deal
with men of many different races, castes and types, Above all,
they possessed the instinct of responsible leadership, which became
so marked a characteristic of the most famous of their race. They
are also said to have been men of originality and initiative, and
of a generosity which sometimes placed them in considerable
financial difficulties.

Birth and Ancestry

Gopal Krishna Gokhale was born on May 9, 1866, at the little
village of Katluk, in the Chiplun Taluk, Ratnagiri District, Bombay
Presidency. He came of the sturdy Maratha race, which had never
completely bowed before the Muslim conqueror, and which still
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preserved — as it does to the present day — vivid memories of the
great period of Maratha revolt and independence under the national
hero, Shivaji, and his successors.

The father of Gopal Krishna Gokhale was named Krishna Rao
Gokhale. He was educated at Kolhapur, where, by a strange
chance, he was a fellow-student of the great Ranade, who was
later to become his son’s guide, philosopher and friend. Krishna
Rao Gokhale was compelled by poverty to give up his studies, and
to take a poorly-paid post at Kagal, near Kolhapur, where his
high-spirited nature is said to have brought him at first into
conflict with petty-minded superiors, though afterwards it won
for him respect and fair treatment.

Krishna Rao Gokhale was married to the daughter of Bhaskar
Pant Oka, who was a leading member of a village-community in
the Chiplun Taluk of the Ratnagiri District. Although this lady
had received nothing of what is usually known as education, she
was a great force in her son’s life. She was deeply religious, with
the acute sense of the horror of sin which is characteristic of the
best Hinduism. She was also a typical Hindu woman in her single-
hearted devotion to her husband and her children.

Early Education

For some ten years Gopal Krishna Gokhale lived the life of
an Indian village boy, in close touch with the beauties and also
the ferocities of Indian nature. He became acquainted at first
hand, in his most impressionable years, with the hard lot of the
Indian peasant. This early experience gave him throughout his
career an invaluable sense of the fundamental realities which
underlie all Indian political — as well as social and economic —
questions, viz. the relation of the peasant to the government, to
the landlord, and to the soil which he cultivates.

A large part of Gokhale’s skill and wisdom, in regard especially
to questions of finance and education, may be traced to the fact
that he, unlike others, knew in his own person what the real India,
the India of the villages, actually is and feels and thinks. However
high he might rise, he was always at heart a man of the people,
a member of an immemorial peasant community.
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Secondary Education

When he was about ten years old, Gopal Krishna Gokhale
was sent to Kolhapur for his secondary education, in company
with his elder brother, Govind Rao. Three years later the boys’
father died and their mother was left in very straitened
circumstances, with four daughters to support, as well as her two
sons. It became necessary for Govind Rao to give up his education,
and to take his mother and sisters to a village in another district,
where a small post had been found for him, through the kindness
of an uncle, on a pay of Rs. 15 a month, or about five shillings
a week. However, in spite of the miserable smallness of his pay,
and the responsibilities which he had to bear, Govind Rao Gokhale,
who was only 18 when the change took place, managed to pay
for his younger brother’s education.

He himself had been grievously disappointed at having to
give up his studies; but he was determined that Gopal Rao should
not do the same; and out of his Rs. 15 he sent monthly more than
half for his brother’s support. This fact is typical of the extraordinary
solidarity of Hindu family-feeling. It also illustrates the value which
is set upon education by the enlightened classes in India, and the
sacrifices which they are prepared to make in order to obtain it.

There are a number of stories indicating the hard fight which
young Gokhale had to make in order to get his education, even
with this generous support from his brother. On some occasions
he had even to forego one of his meals each day, in order to bring
down his monthly bill in the hostel in which he lived. On other
occasions he was compelled to economise by studying at night by
the light of street lamps, in order to save oil. He was also obliged
to do his own cooking for a time, in order to reduce his expenditure
yet further, even though this involved the loss of much, valuable
time from his studies. All this is typical of the desperate struggle
which many Indian students — probably indeed a majority of
them — have to go through in order to fit themselves for their
work in the world. His experiences of the hardships of a poor
student’s lot may be held to be partly accountable for the great
value which Gokhale always placed upon education, and for the
gallant fight which he made for many years in order to place it
freely within the reach of every Indian boy, however poor.
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College Education

Gokhale passed the matriculation examination in 1881, and
went straight on to college, studying first at the Rajaram College
in Kolhapur, and later at the Decem College, Poona, and the
Elphinstone College, Bombay. He was a quiet and industrious
student; and both at this time and all through life showed himself
to be possessed of an extraordinarily retentive memory. He is said
to have learnt almost the whole of Scott’s Rokeby by heart and
to have been able at a moment’s notice to give the exact context
in which any difficult word is used in that book. Later on, when
he became a teacher in Poona, it is said that he was in the habit
of giving from memory to his class, as dictation-exercises, passages
which he had casually read through in the morning paper before
coming to school. It is also said that in the endeavour to train
himself in the art of public speaking in English he learnt by heart
Paradise Lost and large portions of the speeches of Burke and
John Bright. The many hours which he spent in this toilsome
exercise bore fruit later in the marvellous command which he
possessed over the English language as a medium for clear and
incisive reasoning.

Gokhale studied in the Elphinstone College at Bombay for his
B.A. degree, specialising in mathematics. The teacher in this subject
was Professor Hawthornthwaite, who was well known not only
for his ability as an educationalist, but for the sympathetic interest
which he took in his students. He is said to have held a high,
opinion of the young Maratha Brahman, who however only took
and second class in his final examination, which he passed when
only just 18 years of age. During this later period of his education
Gokhale was relieved, from the sense of crippling poverty which
had hitherto pursued him and from the painful knowledge that
his studies were imposing a cruel burden upon his brother; for he
had been successful in winning a scholarship of Rs. 20 per month.

His Process of Self-training

After a short period of hesitation as to whether he should take
up Law or Engineering, or go to England in order to fit himself
to pass the competitive examinations for the Indian Civil Service,
Gokhale finally decided to make education his life-work, and took
an assistant mastership in the New English High School at Poona.
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This was an institution which had been started five years
before, in 1880, by a group of public-spirited Poona gentlemen,
who were convinced that in this way they could render valuable
service to their city and their country. Gokhale began work on the
meagre salary of Rs. 35 per month. He found that he was faced
by great difficulties in the task which he had undertaken; and it
is characteristic of his thoroughness and diligence that at first he
wrote out every day, and committed to memory, whatever he
would have to say in the class in explanation of the English texts
which he had to teach — for he began work as a teacher of English.
He also learnt the texts themselves off by heart; and made a great
impression upon his students by teaching Gray’s Elegy without
a book in his hand. Herein is disclosed the secret of much of his
usefulness in later life — his immense capacity for taking pains
for the sake of any cause to which he stood committed.

He still kept up his own studies in English, as a means of
fitting himself to become a good public speaker. He used to ask
one of his neighbours to examine him in the passages (especially
from Burke’s Reflections) which he learnt by heart, the arrangement
being that Gokhale paid his friend one anna for every mistake
which he made in his recitation. It is said that the bargain proved
a bad one from the point of view of the neighbour, who would
sit for hours waiting vainly for even one mistake. Another plan
by which he trained himself at this time was that of resolving that
he would commit a certain number of pages to memory every day
and then fining himself if he failed to accomplish the right number.

The result of all this self-imposed labour was that Gokhale
came to have a very remarkable power of eloquent and dignified
speech in the English language, whilst his memory became trained
as a magnificent tool for the retention of all manner of facts and
figures, and therefore as an invaluable assistant to him in, his
work as a statesman.

During this period of his life Gokhale was also running a
coaching-establishment for students anxious to pass the Public
Service Certificate Examination. In addition to this he was studying
law, and kept his law terms by going from Poona to Bombay every
weekend. In short, he was already showing that fierce intensity
of energy which later: became such a prominent feature of his
character, and finally wore him out.
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Out of the small salary which he received for his services as
a schoolmaster, Gokhale was by now sending home more than
half, in an effect to pay back to his brother, Govind Rao, some of
the debt which he owed to him for his education.

Deccan Education Society

In Poona at this time there were a number of influences
tending to call a young man of character and intelligence to the
service of his country rather than of himself. Foremost amongst
these was the Deccan Education Society, which controlled the
school in which Gokhale was teaching. Two of the members of
this society, which had at that time only recently come into
existence, were Tilak and Agarkar, the joint founders of the New
English School. Gokhale was constantly in touch with these
educationalists, both of whom had a very great influence over
him, though in the case of Tilak this influence steadily decreased
with the passage of the years, whilst in that of Agarkar it increased.
It was largely owing to his deep respect for Agarkar that, after
considerable hesitation, Gokhale finally resolved to join the Deccan
Education Society. This was an act of great self-sacrifice for a
young man in his position.

It entailed a willingness to be content for at least twenty years
with the small sum of seventy-five rupees a month (£60 a year)
as allowance. The decision to join the society was therefore
equivalent to a renunciation of all ambitions for wealth and
prosperity. It was the taking of a kind of monastic vow. The chief
obstacle in the way of this decision was the opposition of Govind
Rao Gokhale, who had himself sacrificed so much in order that
his younger brother might have the opportunity of becoming a
great man in the world. However, once his brother’s consent had
been gained, and the way thus opened before him for the great
step, Gokhale embraced with joy the opportunity of becoming one
of a band of men who were doing so much for their country, and
were deservedly held in such high esteem.

He said to one of his fellow-students of law, ‘You will roll in
riches and drive in carriages, while I shall go on foot through life’;
but he never seems to have regretted his decision; and the Deccan
Education Society became for him a congenial training-ground,
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in which as one of a compact group of men earnestly seeking the
highest .good of their country, he was able to fit himself for a
wider service. Meanwhile Gokhale had been trying his hand at
journalism, and in the year 1886 wrote many articles for the
Mamtha. A year or two later, having been transferred from the
teaching of English to the teaching of mathematics, he published
a textbook of arithmetic, which ran into a number of editions and
secured the warm approval of many distinguished educationalists.

Work in Fergusson College

In 1884, it had been decided by the Deccan Education Society
that the New English School should be developed into a college;
and the first classes of the now famous Fergusson College were
consequently opened, early in 1885. Before long Gokhale was
teaching English in the new institution. It is recorded that at first
he found considerable difficulty in mastering the nautical
phraseology of Southey’s Nelson, which was one of the books he
had to teach. With his usual thoroughness he was not content till
he had taken several trips to Bombay, on purpose to study the
appearance and construction of the ships in the harbour, and so
to fit himself for explaining these difficult matters to his students.
Gokhale remained in connection with the Fergusson College till
1904, although for the latter part of this period he was compelled
frequently to be absent from Poona.

Besides mathematics arid English he taught at various times
history and political economy, and was indeed playfully known
as ‘the professor-to-order’. He was willing enough to adopt, and
to serve the college by teaching whatever subject in his repertoire
was most required; for he held strongly the opinion that in the
present condition of Indian education what is chiefly needed is
not specialists who have restricted themselves to the life-long
study of one subject only, but all-round men who are competent
to lend a hand wherever help is most required. Indeed, Gokhale
never even applied the title ‘Professor’ to himself.

Just as his English studies had exercised a great influence
upon his ability to express himself with weight and eloquence as
a public-speaker, so Gokhale’s mathematical proclivities served
to give him that comprehensive grasp of the mathematical aspects
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of statesmanship, which rendered possible his great budget
speeches of later years. His exactness of mind, the manner in
which he understood abstruse financial questions, and his power
of producing matter of fascinating interest from repulsive masses
of statistics, may all be traced to the fact that for so many years
he had bent his best efforts to the mastering not only of English
literature but of the dry bones of mathematics.

One of his most distinguished old student’s records of Gokhale
that as a teacher of English he was methodical in the extreme:

“He never slurred over even the easiest passages, and
took great pains in explaining all the allusions, and
especially the historical references.”

Another old student says, in connection with Gokhale’s
lectures on Burke:

“Every thought of that famous political philosopher
brought forth from his silver tongue a stream of
illustrations chosen from the everyday life of a citizen,
so that the dullest received a clear impression of the
tenure of the book. To the more ambitious set of
students were thrown occasional hints on higher
studies in politics.... To have heard Gokhale lecturing
on Burke’s Reflections was to have drunk at the
fountain-head of constitutionalism.”

In spite of the multifarious activities in which he was engaged.
Gokhale found time for various forms of recreation. As a boy he
had been fond of cricket, and he had for long a passion for billiards.
At one period he spent hours on this game every day; and he told
one of his friends that when he sat out in the open on hot-weather
evenings he would amuse himself by playing imaginary strokes
on the stars. He was also keenly interested in chess, cards and
other games, all of which he played with a characteristic intensity
of concentration. The same friend, quoted above, says that on one
occasion he played cards with Gokhale for fourteen hours out of
the twenty-four.

Gokhale’s passion for exactness was especially notable in
connection with his style as a writer of English. The clearness and
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grace which mark his speeches are also to be seen in his letters;
and it is said of him that when he had to write even the most
trifling note, he would never write it hurriedly, but would always
choose his words and frame his sentences very carefully, sometimes
spending a lengthy period of feverish thought in search of the
exact word which he required. He was extremely well-read in
English literature, and his retentive memory enabled him to bring
forward a wealth of quotations and illustrations with which to
embellish any subject which might be under discussion, whether
in the ordinary course of conversation, or in his public speeches.

In his speeches Gokhale showed a rare fluency and power of
just expression, which is the more remarkable in view of the fact
that he spoke generally with only a half-sheet of notepaper to
guide him. His style of speaking was free from pomposity; and
he impressed his hearers with the chastity of his thought. The
musical clearness of his voice was also a great asset to him.

During his career as a teacher in the Fergusson College,
Gokhale seems to have impressed his students more as a teacher
of history than in any other capacity. But they felt that his chief
interest in the subject lay in the lessons which his mind was
continually gleaning from the past for the sake of the future of
his country. He would often in his lectures stray away from the
matter in hand in order to discuss pressing questions of current
political interest. One of his students says:

“In a course of lectures on English history he turned
aside for a week to give us a resume of the history
of Ireland since the Union. The course of Irish history
he always regarded as somewhat similar to that of
India, and he never lost an opportunity of impressing
on the minds of his pupils the long course of steady
work and disinterested sacrifice which the Irish leaders
have shown during the whole century.

National greatness, he felt, could not be achieved in
any other way. He used to take in regularly the Dublin
Freeman and the tri-weekly edition of the London
Times, even in his early days, to keep himself well
posted in English political thought. As regards his
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teaching proper he read almost all the available
literature on any point before he entered the class,
and for the whole hour the flow of his words never
stopped.... He did not much care for the history of
India, as he thought that more lessons can be learnt
from the history of Europe, both ancient and modern,
which presents a well-marked evolution of the
democratic idea, than from any detailed account of the
numerous dynasties of rulers that ruled in India —
for this, he thought, was very nearly what the history
of India practically amounts to.”

He was also a skilful and inspiring teacher of economics, and
on this subject he entertained for a time the idea of doing some
original research work, probably in connection with bi-materialism,
and of publishing the results. However in time he deliberately
abandoned this idea, on the ground that his country needed his
services in a broader field than that of the expert either in economics
or in any other sphere of merely academic research.

Friendship with Mahadev Govind Ranade

It was at this period of his life that Gokhale came under the
influence of Mahadev Govind Ranade, the man who more than
any other, not even excepting G. G. Agarkar, was responsible for
his development into a great servant of India. Ranade was at this
period the most distinguished of all the citizens of Poona, indeed
he was often called ‘the uncrowned King of Poona’. He was a man
of great personal dignity and force of character, which at the same
time possessed a fund of sage political wisdom which made him
an admirable guide for a young enthusiast of the type of Gokhale.

The cultural renaissance .which during the past few years had
been making itself felt in Maharashtra, and which had borne fruit
in various literary and educational undertakings, as well as in a
very definite stirring of the public conscience with regard to
questions of social reform, was centred around Ranade, who was
also an enlightened leader and thinker in regard to political and
economic questions, The first meeting between Gokhale and
Ranade is said to have taken place under somewhat amusing
circumstances. The New English School had on one occasion
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arranged a function in the Hirabagh at Poona, and had invited
all the most distinguished gentlemen of the city to attend it.
Gokhale was acting as doorkeeper, and had instructions to admit
only those who could show tickets. Amongst others, Ranade had
been invited, but when he arrived at the gate he found that he
had forgotten to bring his ticket with him. Gokhale, who was not
at that time acquainted with Ranade even by sight, refused to
admit him. The situation was saved, however, by another
gentleman who came up and, explaining matters to the
conscientious doorkeeper ushered Ranade in with all honour.
This same gentleman, Aba Saheb Sathe, was afterwards the means
of arranging for an interview between Ranade and Gokhale, as
a result of which the latter became in a short while the devoted
disciple of the great reformer.

Ranade perceived the great possibilities latent in Gokhale,
and set himself to develop them, by a hard and exacting process
of training, so that they might be effectively realised for the benefit
of India. Gokhale for his part began to entertain an unbounded
affection and respect for his guru, in whose presence, it is said,
and foe would never sit down. It would be hard to discover any
side of Gokhale’s public activity which was not profoundly affected
by Ranade’s influence. For fourteen years this relationship endured,
until the death of Ranade, which took place in 1901. During the
first part of this time, disciple and guru were in constant contact,
and Gokhale received a rigorous training in that industrious
accuracy which marked all Ranade’s work, and which was the
keynote of Gokhale’s subsequent success as a statesman. Ranade
sent him straight to original documents; made him work through
masses of Blue Books; gave him petitions and memorials to draft
which entailed long and laborious research; was unsparing in his
demand for articles and memoranda on all manner of subjects of
public interest, which could only be mastered by the hardest and
most rigorous industry.

‘Under instructions from Ranade, the disciple set to work
with intense application. Many were the dreary hours spent in
hunting up these materials; many were the nights when sleep was
denied to the young man, because work had a stronger claim.
Even fever was not admitted as an excuse. “Fevers would go away
if medicine were taken,” the exacting master would say, “but a
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Wednesday lost could not be reclaimed.’” (Wednesday being the
day when they usually met for their work).... Ranade never
showered any praise on Gokhale in his presence, nor did he chide
him if he could not approve of his productions. What he did not,
like he recast without any fuss. But by degrees his confidence in
the young man grew; and Gokhale was entrusted with the work
of drafting weighty memorials to the Government, one of which he
had to finish at one almost continuous sitting of twenty-two hours.

Secretary of the Sarvajanik Sabha

Ranade made Gokhale one of the secretaries of the Sarvajanik
Sabha of Poona, which was at that time the chief political
association in India. This society made it its aim carefully to
consider every subject of public importance which arose, and to
submit the views of the people to Government in the form of
lengthy and weighty memoranda, to which Government was in
the habit of giving very careful attention. For a number of years
the work of drafting these memoranda fell almost entirely upon
Gokhale, under the superintendence and oversight of Ranade.
They are written in a concise and effective style, and in a spirit
of constructive statesmanship which shows how rapidly the
influence of Ranade was developing in Gokhale those qualities
which were to make him in later years the great force he was for
nation-building.

Increased Responsibilities During the years 1887-91, the Deccan
Education Society passed through trying times, owing to
differences of opinion which, had risen between G. G. Agarkar
and B. G. Tilak, largely on questions of social reform, with regard
to which Tilak adopted an unprogressive attitude. The situation
was eventually relieved by the retirement from the society of
Tilak, accompanied by Namjoshi. This for the time being greatly
weakened the personnel of the college staff: for Tilak had been
professor of mathematics and Namjoshi had performed the onerous
task of the collection of funds.

It was really Gokhale who stepped into the place of both these
gentlemen; for he took up the teaching of mathematics which had
been in Tilak’s hands, and he was also called upon by his colleagues
to become successor to Namjoshi as organiser and collector of the
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college finances. In this way, although an immense new burden
was laid upon Gokhale’s shoulders, he rapidly became the chief
representative of the society before the eyes of the outside public;
and he gained invaluable experience both of the practical
management of a great institution, and of the labours and anxieties
involved in all public-spirited work. He became an expert judge
of men, with a wide knowledge of the manner in which they may
best be approached and dealt with in order that public ends may
be rightly served. He became, in other words, a tactful and
accomplished leader of Sarvajanik.

It was in this way that all through his life Gokhale’s self-
sacrificing readiness to undertake personal responsibility, often of
a very arduous character, in connection with the causes in which
he believed, became the means of fitting him for wider spheres
of national usefulness. He never shirked a duty, or sought to avoid
a responsibility however busily occupied every moment of his
day might be; and from each new duty and responsibility thus
undertaken, he gained some fresh equipment to become a great
servant of India.

Secretary of the Deccan Education Society

The work of collecting funds for the Deccan Education Society,
which Gokhale had undertaken, was no sinecure. The society had
decided to erect a new building for its college. The old building
in the city of Poona had to accommodate both the high school and
the college classes, and was becoming impossibly overcrowded.
Consequently, Gokhale set to work at the task of collecting the
amount needed for the new building, devoting to this task his
weekends and his vacations. It was work of the hardest and most
unpleasant character, involving a great deal of travelling, many
exasperating rebuffs, and not a few disheartening experiences in
regard to promises never fulfilled.

However, through this work Gokhale made many friendships,
and became one of the best known figures in Maharashtra. The
contacts thus established were afterwards of material assistance
in keeping him in touch with the movement of public opinion,
especially in the country districts. As a result of his untiring
devotion in the cause of his college the new buildings were opened
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in 1895, entirely free from debt. During this period, in addition to
his work as one of its professors, and as its chief collector of funds,
Gokhale was secretary of the Deccan Education Society. In this
capacity he had much important correspondence to carry on with
Government, and many problems to solve in connection with the
personnel of the society’s workers.

The Constitution of the society provided for a double system
of control, partly through the board of life-members, and partly
through the council of the society. This dual control did not always
make for smooth working; and Gokhale as secretary had many
knotty problems to solve. However, in time he became not merely
the trusted representative of his colleagues before the outside
world, and their spokesman and protagonist in all relations both
with the general public and with Government, but their guide and
helper in the difficult questions of personal relationship which
arose within the society itself.

As a Journalist

Meanwhile, as secretary of the Sarvajanik Sabha, Gokhale
was steadily accumulating political experience under the sure
guidance of Ranade. The headquarters of the Sabha in Poona
formed a meeting-place where citizens who were interested in
public questions gathered every evening for informal discussions,
which ranged over a great variety of subjects. In the same place
a large amount; of study was carried on, in connection with the
political history of the West and its possible bearing on the future
of India, and also in connection with a great variety of economic
and industrial questions.

Gokhale took his share in all these activities, and profited,
greatly by them. He had also been made responsible for the
editing of the quarterly magazine conducted by the Sabha, though,
he had politely refused the honorarium of Rs. 40 a month which,
had been offered him in connection with this editorship, as he felt
that it was not right to receive pay for work of this character
undertaken for the sake of his country. Meanwhile, constant articles
from his pen were appearing in Agarkar’s Anglo-Marathi weekly,
the Sudharak. Indeed, the English part of this paper was mainly
written by Gokhale, who in this way obtained an invaluable
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opportunity for analysing and clearly expressing the: mass of
ideas regarding public questions which he was acquiring in
connection with his studies under Ranade and his work for the
Sarvajanik Sabha. Ranade always insisted that where his own and
his lieutenants’ opinions led them into conflict with the: opinions
held by Government, criticism must be expressed in a moderate
and constructive manner; and thus Gokhale was trained to be not
simply a critic of existing systems and institutions, but an organiser
of something better to take their place. It was this quality of
constructiveness that made him a true nation-builder in his wider
activities of later life.

As a Teacher

Through all these varied activities Gokhale’s teaching-work
in the Fergusson College went steadily forward. His students are
said to have stood rather in awe of him, though he was careful
to make himself perfectly accessible to them. One of them records
of him:

“He spoke freely to them, and encouraged them to
tell him of the difficulties that were felt by the student
world. Even in the dark days of rampant extremism,
there were a perceptible number of young men who
remained true to the principles of moderation, mainly
through the influence that emanated from Gokhale....

With several of the more promising students he came
more intimately into contact, and gave them special
personal help in their studies.... He was also always
on the look out for promising young men to join the
society as life-members, and several of us have
received the first impulse towards life-membership
of the society from him. Needless to say, there was
no improper influencing on his part, beyond a frank
discussion of all problems of the country; and the
duty of spirited young men to do some public work
without regard to self-interest was impressed upon
them. No attempt was made to hustle them into taking
the step of joining the society.”
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It is obvious how every element in Gokhale’s environment
during this early period of his manhood was converted into an
opportunity for self-training in the service of his country. He was
intensely eager to be of use, and his fiery energy led him to follow
up one opening after another as these presented themselves before
him. His character being what it was, full of self-sacrificing zeal,
.and marked by an indefatigable spirit of industry, whatever he
laid his hand to seemed to prosper; and as the causes he advocated
went forward to success/he himself was moulded by them, and
by the loyal service which he gave to them, into a man who was
genuinely great, because his aims lay beyond himself, and because
very faculty he possessed was subordinated to his high ideals.

Gokhale’s Political Principles

In fact, Gokhale deliberately turned his back upon popularity.
His opponents of the Tilak school had a great popular following
which they attracted and retained by methods of which he did
not approve. He might have fought them with their own weapons;
but in this case he would have had to sacrifice his principles, and
this was impossible for him.

Mainly on account of the methods of propaganda which were
followed by Tilak, and which Gokhale and his followers have
never cared to follow, Gokhale has never been a popular hero in
Maharashtra. Of course he had always his band of faithful followers
who remained attached to him through thick and thin, and whose
attachment was a source of great comfort to him.... He hated
shams of every kind, and this is why he spoke equally strongly
on the defects of Lord Curzon’s administration, or on the
outrageous treatment of Indians in South Africa, and on the Indians
attitude to the depressed classes in their own country.

One of Gokhale’s main political principles — and one which
brought him into acute disfavour with the ‘extremists’ — was his
insistence on the necessity to India of the British connection. His
aim was not an India independent of the British Empire, but
Dominion Status within that Empire. This was the end for which
he continually laboured. In the middle years of the nineteenth
century, Dominion Self-government had been rapidly and
generously extended to the English-speaking colonies of the
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Empire. The time had now come, in his belief, for the beginnings
of a similar movement in regard to the great Eastern dependency.
In the nature of things it was an end to be attained by constitutional
methods, by education of Indian opinion, by making the most of
every avenue open to the expression of that opinion, by practical
demonstration of the fact that Indians were capable of responsible
government, and by the painstaking manipulation of all legitimate
means by which pressure might be brought to bear, both upon
the Indian and the English governments, for the liberalising of
constitutional machinery in India.

This method of working demanded immense patience, and
involved crushing disappointments. It involved a two-fold
movement proceeding simultaneously — that of the extension of
enlightenment and the development of character on the one hand,
and that of constitutional advance on the other. Both were in the
nature of the case slow processes. There was no swift and easy road
to the millennium of independence. The boon must be deserved.

It is easy to see that such an outlook was not calculated to
appeal to the ardent nationalists whose numbers were rapidly
increasing all over India. Especially to the students, and above all,
to the students in his own homeland of Maharashtra, it seemed
(as it still seems) that Gokhale’s method was insufferably tedious;
that it involved an undignified dependence upon English clemency;
that it was inconsistent with the dignity of a great people, whose
traditions of victorious independence lay in the still recent past.

Yet Gokhale never abated his insistence upon these twin
principles — that advance must be constitutional advance,
deserved through the spread of enlightenment and education; and
that the British connection was essential to the well-being of India.

Again, as has already been noticed, Gokhale insisted, in season
and out of season, upon the necessity of the Hindus carrying the
Muslims with them in their growing national consciousness and
demand for freedom. Good feeling and cordial cooperation
between the two communities was the only basis upon which a
sound and united national life could be built up. This was bitter
doctrine to the advanced political school, who ‘played upon the
imagination of the ignorant and superstitious, depicting the horrors
of contamination with the Muslim, which the liberal-minded’.
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In regard to his relations with the Government, Gokhale stood
first for a careful and thorough use of all the constitutional
machinery already available for bringing Indian opinion to bear
upon Government policy. In the second place he kept a vigilant
eye upon administrative detail, and was insistent upon the necessity
for reform and redress, whether in a general financial policy, or
in any matter of official high-handedness, as for instance with
regard to the partition of Bengal.

The immense pains which he took in working up his facts and
figures, and in substantiating his position in every possible way,
especially with regard to his great Budget speeches, made him far
more than a mere leader of opposition in the Legislature. Though
he never held any responsible office as a legislator, he was known
to be a genuinely constructive statesman, whose criticisms were
to be welcomed in the same spirit in which they were offered, as
an honest attempt to help the Government to discharge its
obligations to India in the right manner.

Thus, when Gokhale pressed for constitutional reform, his
opinions, and advice carried immense weight, above all in his
insistence that, reform should be generously offered, rather than
conceded under compulsion. His attitude may be indicated by a
passage from one notable speech:

The Government will no doubt put down — indeed
it must put down — all disorder with a firm hand.
But what the situation really requires is not the
policeman’s baton or the soldier’s bayonet, but the
statesman’s insight, wisdom and courage. The people
must be enabled to feel that their interests are, if not
the only consideration, at any rate the main
consideration, that weighs with Government, and this
can only be brought about by a radical change in the
spirit of the administration. Whatever reforms are
taken in hand, let them be dealt with frankly and
generously. And let not the words, “too late,” be
written on every one of them. For while the
Government stands considering, hesitating, receding,
debating within itself, to grant or not to grant, that
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is the question” — opportunities rush past it which
can never be recalled. And the moving finger writes,
and having writ, moves on.

These noble words were followed by the granting of the
Morley-Minto reforms, which may be regarded as due in no small
measure to Gokhale’s influence and to the warnings which he had
uttered. Still more were the Montagu-Gielmsford reforms, which
came ten years later, a concession to his spirit of sane and liberal
statesmanship, and a memorial to his constructive workmanship.
He would not have approved of all aspects of those reforms. He
would have considered them dangerously delayed; and he would
have been outspoken in his denunciation of the tragic events of
1919 which reacted so disastrously upon the fashion in which the
new Constitution was received in India. None the less those reforms
in themselves, and above all when considered as an instalment
of future self-government, are a real measure of the national
usefulness of Gokhale’s life-work.

Sir William Wedderburn wrote thus of Gokhale:

“In no case did he fail to produce a profound and
favourable impression by the accuracy of his
information and the cogency of his arguments. At
personal interviews he was equally successful. To the
credit of British statesmen of all parties it must be
recorded that they have all been willing to give a
hearing to Gokhale, and it is no secret that, as Secretary
of State for India, Lord Morley accorded to him
prolonged interviews, at which he set forth fully the needs
and aspirations of the Indian people. The information
thus imparted influenced in no small degree the
concessions granted in the Morley-Minto reforms.”

These words serve to bring out one of the most important of
Gokhale’s principles in regard to his work for his country — that
work must be done thoroughly. He gave unsparingly of his time
and efforts to the investigation of the causes in which he was
concerned, and to the working up of all available evidence
regarding them. He was effectually aided in this task, on the one
hand by his marvellous memory, and on the other by the rigorous
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training which he had received under Ranade during the period
when, as secretary of the Poona Sarvajanik Sabha, he had been
employed in working up cases to be presented to Government in
regard to various public questions. But memory and training were
only tools employed by the man’s own personality — by his
indomitable will, which refused no sacrifice of comfort or leisure
for a cause he believed in, and by his character of thoroughness,
of honesty, of persistent diligence.

Secretary of Congress

These then were the principles which Gokhale brought to his
public work. The first important task laid upon him with regard
to the organisation of public opinion was the secretaryship of the
Bombay Provincial Conference, which he held in 1893 and 1894.
He acquitted himself so well in regard to this arduous and thankless
piece of work that he was given the honour of being made one
of the secretaries of the National Congress, which was held at
Poona in 1895. The arrangements for a Congress entail the finding,
or building, of accommodation for many thousands of guests, the
erection of an immense ‘pandal’ or temporary hall of assembly
the settling of ten thousand details regarding the food, the drink,
and the comfort generally of the delegates, and above all the
collection of a very considerable amount of money, whereby all
these various expenses may be met.

Gokhale brought to the task all his accustomed energy and
capacity for detail; but he found himself hampered at every turn
by the influence of the ‘extremist’ school which has been referred
to above, and which at this period was showing not merely
indifference but actual hostility to the Congress, mainly on the
ground that the Congress had become identified with the cause
of Social Reform, to which they were bitterly opposed. This hostility
crystallised into a demand that the All India Social Reform
Conference, which in recent years had been allowed to hold its
sittings in the ‘pandal’ of the Congress, should be deprived of this
privilege, and should be compelled to make arrangements for its
accommodation elsewhere. Eventually, in spite of the fact that this
pettifogging point of view was by no means generally entertained,
it was decided by those responsible for the Congress that the
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concession should be made; and, in consequence, a very great deal
of additional work was rendered necessary, as a separate place of
assembly had to be erected for the use of the Social Reform Conference.

In other respects also the extremist party made Gokhale’s
work very difficult; for example, by their efforts to pack the
Reception Committee. They are said even to have descended to
threats of physical force. It actually became needful to begin the
issue of a new journal, the Rashtra Sabha Samachar, in order to
counteract the influence of the Kesari; and Gokhale was responsible
for writing this.

The unpleasant experiences connected with his work as
secretary of the Congress of 1895 were in the long run of much
benefit to Gokhale, in training him in the management of men,
and in the administration of a great political undertaking. They
may also have had much to do with the development in him of
that admirable faculty for differing from his opponents in a
courteous and amiable manner which marked him in later life.

In 1896 the reactionaries succeeded in capturing the Sarvajanik
Sabha; and a year later their methods brought them into conflict
with Government, as a paid lecturer appointed by them had made
some rash assertions, which were neither explained nor withdrawn.
Consequently Government passed an order to the effect that the
representations of the Sabha, which had been of such service in
the past, could no longer be considered. Some time before this
happened, however, Gokhale had resigned his secretaryship of
the Sabha, since he found it impossible to work under the new
conditions, and with the help and advice of Ranade had started, a new
society, the Deccan Sabha, which continued the constructive type of
work which has been carried on for so long by the Sarvajanik Sabha.

Welby Commission

It had been increasingly impressed during the past few years
upon Gokhale’s mind that the right programme of constitutional
advance for India lay along the line of a progressive association
of Indians in the control of the country’s finances. He perceived
how intimately in the history of England the development of
democratic institutions had been connected with the enforcement
of the people’s claim to a voice in the disbursement of the taxes
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which they paid. He perceived also the immense force which had
been given to the cause of American liberty by the appeal to the
maxim, ‘No taxation without representation’, a maxim which was
in itself a revival of an ancient constitutional principle of English
history. These convictions led Gokhale to throw himself with
increased energy into the study of the problems of Indian finance,
from every possible point of view; and in cooperation with Rao
Bahadur G. V. Joshi, who was an expert economist, he soon made
the Deccan Sabha a notable instrument for the spreading of
enlightened interest in financial affairs.

In his public speeches on the Congress platform and elsewhere
Gokhale also gave abundant proof of his thorough-going grasp
of Indian economic problems. In 1896, a Royal Commission was
appointed, presided over by Lord Welby, in order to enquire into
the financial relationships of India and England; and public bodies
in India were invited to send their representatives to London in
order to lay their views before the Commission, which did not
itself visit India. The Deccan Sabha decided to accept this invitation;
and as neither Ranade nor Joshi could themselves go to England,
the task of laying the Sabha’s views before the Welby Commission
fell upon Gokhale, who was then only 31 years old.

He made the most of this opportunity, spending three months
in a concentrated endeavour to make his evidence before the
Commission as comprehensive and convincing as it could possibly
be. When he felt himself prepared, Ranade put him through the
most searching cross-examination, taking up the official point of
view for this purpose, as the Commission itself was largely
composed of redoubtable official experts. After a rigorous test
Ranade pronounced himself satisfied with his pupil’s equipment;
and Gokhale embarked for England, in the company of (later Sir)
E. Wacha, who was also to give evidence before the Commission,
and to whom he soon became greatly attached.

Economic Problems

Gokhale duly appeared before the Commission, and was heard
for two whole days. His evidence, which was delivered in a
manner at once both cogent and profound, made his reputation
as one of the foremost Indian economists and statesmen. His
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general attitude to the financial problems of his country may be
summed up in the following sentence from his evidence:

‘Whereas the capacity of the country to bear increased
burdens is growing perceptibly less, our expenditure,
under the existing conditions of administration, is
rising higher and higher, necessitating a heavy
incidence of taxation, exhausting all our fiscal reserves,
and, what is still more alarming, thrusting on our
hands expanding responsibilities.’

He was firmly convinced that the revenue of India, depending
as it did very largely upon the land tax, was of a fundamentally
inelastic character; and he also held that the salt tax, which formed
the most important source of revenue next to the land tax, was
not only incapable of being made to yield more revenue, but was
the highest tax that has ever been imposed upon a prime necessity
of life and called urgently for reduction.

He urged therefore that the expenditure of the Indian
Government should be adjusted to the fact of this inelasticity of
income — or at least to the fact that income could only be expected
to expand with the normal growth of the population, and with
definite improvement in Indian conditions of life. He pointed to
the terrible famines which were experienced in India as proof of
the fact that the country was incapable of bearing increased
financial burdens, and indeed that the burdens already imposed
upon her were too heavy for her strength.

He regarded the proceeds of the income tax and the salt tax
as the only trustworthy indication of the real financial position
of India, and maintained, both in 1897 and later, that neither of
these was showing any decided increase, the second even failing
to keep pace with the normal growth of population.

Hence, he concluded that both the upper and the middle
classes, whose state of prosperity is shown by the proceeds of the
income tax, and the masses of the population, whose position is
indicated by the salt tax, were in anything but a satisfactory
condition economically. Increase of revenue under land tax he
refused to regard as indicative of increased prosperity, since the
people were forced to pay the enhanced taxation under this head
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on pain of parting with their land. Increase under excise merely
showed that drunkenness was more prevalent than formerly; and
the increase under the heading of ‘stamps’ merely showed that
the people were becoming more litigious.

It cannot be denied that the series of devastating famines
which occurred in India at the end of the nineteenth century lent
considerable weight to Gokhale’s often repeated contention that
the material condition of the masses of the Indian population was
deteriorating, rather than improving. He was never tired of
drawing attention to this phenomenon, ‘the saddest in the whole
range of the economic history of the world’. His position is thus
summed up by one of his Indian biographers:

That a peasantry inferior to none in industry, frugality and
patient suffering should, at the end of half a century of an
uninterrupted peaceful rule, find itself in a worse plight than it has
ever been in, was a painful fact demanding the earnest and immediate
attention of Government, which could best be focused by having a
formal investigation made, where the non-official student of the
subject should be invited to cooperate with official representatives.

As time passed, and the period of famines was succeeded by
one of increasing prosperity, Gokhale ceased to urge his thesis
that the people of India were actually becoming poorer; but he
never till the end of his life ceased to insist upon the necessity for
rigorous economy, or to protest against any indication that the
Government of India were tending to overlook the very narrow
limits within which any projected attempt to increase the revenue
must be confined, owing to the peculiar inelasticity of the sources
of taxation.

Expenditure on Army

With regard to the details of his evidence before the Welby
Commission, Gokhale drew especial attention to the expenditure
on the Indian army, and in this connection made the following
points: First, the percentage of revenue spent upon the Army was
very high when considered in comparison with this percentage
in the case of other countries, (given at that time as, India 35 per
cent, Russia 21 per cent, France 19 per cent, Japan 16 per cent, Italy
13 per cent). Second, the proportion of British troops to Indian in
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India (one to two) entailed an unnecessary burden upon the Indian
taxpayer. Third, the army had been increased by 30,000 beyond
the military needs of the country as laid down by the Army
Commission of 1879, even though this Commission had taken
into consideration the possibility of extensive operations with
States lying beyond the North-West Frontier of India. Fourth, the
Indian Army was kept practically on a war footing, and thus was
enormously expensive. Most of the countries of the West had
adopted short-service systems, which enabled them to have large
numbers of trained men available at short notice, whilst keeping
down the numbers and expense of their permanent military
establishments. This system had been adopted by England herself
a quarter of a century before; but its benefits had not been extended
to India. Fifth, there had taken place a great increase in the numbers
of officers employed in the Indian Army; but at the same time the
field of employment for Indian officers had been contracted rather
than extended.

Throughout his life Gokhale kept up this campaign against
the excessive military expenditure incurred by the Government
of India, and against its unwillingness to provide facilities for
Indians to take up a career as officers in the army. His position
was thus summed up by himself.

No pouring out of money like water on mere standing
battalions can ever give India the military strength and
preparedness which other civilized countries possess while the
whole population is disarmed and the process of demilitarisation
continues apace.... India is about the only country in the civilized
world where the people are debarred from the privileges of citizen
soldiership and from all voluntary participation in the
responsibilities of national defence.... What I am anxious to see
is the adoption of some plan whereby, while a position of greater
self-respect is assigned to us in the work of national defence, the
establishments necessary during peace and war times may be
separated, and thus our finances may be freed from the intolerable
pressure of an excessive and ever-growing military expenditure.

Gokhale’s position as a life-long leader of opposition meant
that, with regard to great issues on which he was permanently
convinced of the wrongness of the policy adopted by the
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Government of India — as for instance in this matter of military
expenditure — he must continually, year after year, give voice to
the same protests in a manner that should be both forcible and
new. In this difficult task he succeeded to a very remarkable
degree. He took infinite pains in adding new arguments and
figures to the presentation of his case and in finding new angles
and points of view from which to present it.

His attitude was fearlessly critical of what he believed to be
a great injustice to his country; but he managed to express his
convictions in a manner which was moderate in tone and
constructive in spirit, and he always succeeded in stimulating
attention and interest, even in regard to questions at which he had
been hammering for many years. In this matter of Army
expenditure his main thesis continued the same — that the crushing
weight of the military budget should be reduced by bringing into
existence some system of Reserves, through which it should no
longer be needful to keep the Army permanently on what
approximated to a war-footing; that public defence should be
made a matter of national concern by making it possible for
members of the educated classes of India to take up the career of
army officers; and that England should bear a part of the heavy
cost of the Indian Army, since that Army was largely employed for
purposes which ought to be regarded as imperial rather than Indian.

Indianisation of Services

In his evidence before the Welby Commission, Gokhale laid
emphasis upon another serious defect in the financial
administration of his country, namely, the costliness of the great
Indian Services. This also remained a matter upon which he
continued till the end of his life to urge reform. Connected with
this was the fact, upon which he laid great emphasis, that the
proportion of Indians in the higher services was extremely small.

The financial loss entailed by this practical monopoly by
Europeans of the higher branches of the Services in India is not
represented by salaries only. There are, besides, heavy pension
and furlough charges, more than 31 million sterling being paid
to Europeans in England for the purpose in 1890. The excessive
costliness of the foreign agency is not, however, its only evil.
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There is a moral evil which, if anything, is even greater. A kind
of dwarfing or stunting of the Indian race is going on under the
present system. We must live all the days of our life in an
atmosphere of inferiority, and the tallest of us must bend, in order
that the exigencies of the existing system may be satisfied. The
upward impulse, if I may use such an expression, which every
schoolboy at Eton or Harrow may feel, that he may one day be
a Gladstone, a Nelson, or a Wellington, and which may draw forth
all the best efforts of which he is capable, is denied to us. The full
height to which our manhood is capable of rising can never be
reached by us under the present system. The moral elevation
which every self-governing people feels cannot be felt by us. Our
administrative and military talents must gradually disappear,
owing to sheer disuse, till at last our lot, as hewers of wood and
drawers of water in our own country, is stereotyped.

Gokhale proceeded then to show in the case of each service
how extremely small a share Indians had been given to their
country. It may seem of little advantage of an incident in the story
of a long fight which has been won; but it must be remembered
that here was an Indian who was unmistakably a born statesman
bringing forward a thesis which was then almost new, at any rate
in the august environment of a Royal Commission. In his fearless,
but at the same time sane and reasonable statement of the Indian
point of view regarding the Army, the Services, and other kindred
subjects, Gokhale was striking the first great blow in a crusade which
was to absorb his magnificent energies to the day of his death. The
fact that, in this direction and that, the crusade has now been successful
must lend the greater interest to this first major engagement.

On Education

In regard to Education, Gokhale also expressed to the Welby
Commission a point of view which was to become characteristic
of him in the future.

The meagreness of the Government assistance to public
education in India is one of the gravest blots on the administration
of Indian expenditure. No words can be too strong in condemning
this neglect of what was solemnly accepted by the Court of
Directors in 1854 as a sacred duty.
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There are more than 537 thousand towns and villages in
India, with a total population of about 230 millions, and yet there
are less, than a 100 thousand public primary schools for them. The
population of school-going age in India is about 35 millions, out
of whom only about four millions, including those attending
private or unaided schools, are under instruction, which means
that out of every 100 children of school-going age; many growing
up in darkness and ignorance, and consequent moral helplessness.
Comment on these figures is really superfluous.

Gokhale’s Attitude to the Problem of Unity

In later years, though his interests became more deeply
engaged with national and imperial problems, Gokhale still
continued to take the warmest interest in the well-being of the
capital of Maharashtra. Many of his opponents were men whose
Maratha patriotism was so intense as to blind them to the interest
of India as a whole. But whilst Gokhale was a loyal Maratha, he
showed an admirable wisdom and sanity in refusing to allow any
sectional loyalty to interfere with his loyalty to India as a united
nation. He could be enthusiastic for the well-being of Poona. He
could serve, as he did for many years, as a member of her
municipality, and as its president. He could risk his life to save
her from plague. But for this local patriotism was always rightly
blended with a wider national patriotism.

The most significant illustration of this quality of balanced
loyalty, by which the claims of sectional interest were given full
weight, but were never permitted to interfere with national well-
being, may be found in Gokhale’s attitude to the Muslim leadership.
As has already been noticed, the extremist politicians, who were
continually in bitter opposition to Gokhale, were the party of
fanatical Maratha nationalism, and therefore the party of
irreconcilable animosity against the Muslims. From time
immemorial Maratha nationalism had been built up on conflict
against this secular enemy of the race; and in the present also the
smouldering fires could easily be kindled into violent conflagration.
It was true that the interests of India as a whole demanded, from
every point of view, unity of outlook and effective cooperation
between Hindus and Muslims. But this consideration, which
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weighed so heavily with Gokhale, was beyond the restricted view
of his opponents. Their slogan was, in effect, Maharashtra first;
India if possible next; but the Muslims nowhere’. Gokhale clearly
perceived the fatal dangers of such a position, and stood like a
rock for his principle of friendly cooperation with the Muslims
in the interests of India as a whole.

The effect of the two policies became evident at a later date.
The spirit of extremism made it impossible, when constitutional
reforms were introduced, to avoid the application of the fatal
principle of communal electorates^ which perpetuated the division
of the country into two opposing camps. The animosity between
the communities being what it was, the election of Hindu
representatives to the legislatures by Hindus alone, and that of
Muslim representatives by Muslims alone, inevitably resulted in
the choice of extreme Hindus on the one hand and of extreme
Muslims on the other; and thus the divisions became more and
more pronounced. The Hindu-Muslim Pact arranged by the
Congress of 1916 proved only a temporary palliative; for the roots
of animosity remained deeply implanted in the two communities,
and the elections for the reformed councils provided from time
to time, through their consecration of the communal principle, a
means of automatically keeping resentment alive. As soon as the
temporary fervour of the Non-cooperation Movement subsided,
discussion and riot broke out with increased bitterness; and the
problem of inter-communal conflict remains today the most
baffling and disheartening obstacle in the pathway towards a free
Indian nationhood.

Indeed the Pact of 1916 ultimately resulted in an aggravation
of the prevailing animosity; for it introduced the principle of
communal representation into the very heart of the national
movement, and it bestowed upon the Muslims an inequitable
over-representation which was bound ultimately to lead to
resentment and increased friction.

Gokhale looked at the whole question from the point of view
of a statesman and a constitutionalist. He saw no hope in a policy
of separate electorates, which would merely perpetuate divisions,
and would give every opportunity for their becoming bitterer. He
believed that it was essential for the future well-being of India that
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there should be joint electorates. At the same time he perceived
that communal cleavage being what it was (and still is), separate
representation must somehow be secured for the Muslims; for
otherwise their cooperation could never be gained in the coming
democratic regime. He believed therefore that seats would have to
be reserved for them in the legislatures of the future. How was this
to be done without introducing the principle of communal electorates?

Gokhale’s final solution to this problem may be roughly
sketched as follows: There should be large constituencies, each
returning several members, of whom one or more (according to
the numerical proportions of the two communities in the area in
question) must be Muslims. But the electorates must not be divided.
The Hindus should vote for the Muslim representative or
representatives, and the Muslims for the Hindu. In the case, for
instance, of a constituency returning three members, of whom one
was to be a Muslim indebted for this outline of Gokhale’s final
position regarding Unity to a gentleman who was for many years
in close touch with Gokhale, each Hindu would have three votes,
one of which must be given to a Muslim candidate: and so also
with’ the Muslim voters.

A system of communal representation secures, in practice,
that the most anti-Hindu-Muslim and the most anti-Muslim-
Hindus will be elected; but under the system just outlined the
most pro-Hindu Muslims and the most pro-Muslim Hindus would
be chosen. Thus, the communal animosity, which has become so
markedly embittered in recent years would be decreased, instead
of strengthened by the introduction of democratic institutions.
There can he no question that Gokhale was right with regard to
this contention.

It is becoming every day more evident that communal hatred
is the most serious of all obstacles to the development of a free
Indian nationhood. It is the tragedy of the past twenty years of
political evolution that Gokhale’s advice regarding this supremely
important issue has not been followed, and that the building up
of representative organs of government has been permitted to
proceed along the lines of communal cleavage. The setting right
of this tragic mistake will be the most important task of those
responsible for future constitutional advance in India.
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General State of Affairs

Such was the fashion in which Gokhale began his career as
the spokesman of his country’s aspirations and resentments before
her English rulers. He summed matters up as regards the general
position of India in the following terms:

• First — the buffer of the Company’s Government, which
fairly protected Indian interests, is gone, and there is no
effectual substitute.

• Second — we have no effectual constitutional safeguards
against the misapplication of our revenues for extra-Indian
requirements.

• Third — the control vested in the Council of the Secretary
of State under the Statute of 1858, is rendered almost
nugatory by the alteration of its status under recent
Amending Acts.

• Fourth — the control of Parliament, as against the Secretary
of State, has become entirely nominal, owing to the latter
being a member of the Imperial Executive, with a standing
majority behind him. The old periodical enquiry by
Parliament and its jealous watchfulness are gone. In fact,
we have at present all the disadvantages of Parliamentary
Government without its advantages. In the case of all
departments except the Indian, ex-ministers think it their
duty, and also feel it to be their interest, to exercise the
closest watch on the proceedings of their successors, with
a view to passing the most adverse criticism that may be
possible. In regard to India alone, ex-ministers vie with,
and sometimes even go beyond, their successors in
extolling all that exists and all that is done. The responsible
opposition in this country thus abdicates its functions in
the case of India only.

• Fifth — the Government of India, as at present constituted,
cannot be much interested in economy. Almost all internal
administration having been made over to Local
Governments under the Decentralisation Scheme,
questions of foreign policy/large public works, and
military questions absorb almost the whole attention of the
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Government of India. Further, the Finance Minister excepted,
every other member of Council, including, since 1885, the
Viceroy, has a direct interest in the increase of expenditure.

• Sixth — neither in England nor in India is there the salutary
check of public opinion on the financial administration.
Parliament is ill-informed and even indifferent. And the
supreme and local Legislative Councils are simply
powerless to control expenditure, since the Budgets have
not to be passed, and no resolutions in reference to them
can be measure.

Remedies

To these defects in the existing condition of this Gokhale proposed
the following remedies:

• First — that the budget should be voted in the Supreme
Legislative Council, in which an official should be retained.

• Second — that a committee of England to which non-
official might have the right of appeal; toe duty of reporting
to Parliament from time to time on matters of Indian
finance should be assigned to this committee; it should
take cognizance of all appeals addressed to it as above,
and should exercise general control over the administration
of Indian expenditure.

• Third — that Section 55 of the Act of 1858 should be
amended. This section, as it stands at present, enacts that
except for preventing or repelling actual invasions of Her
Majesty’s Indian possessions, or under other sudden and
urgent necessity, the revenues of India shall not, without
the consent of both Houses of Parliament, be applicable
to defray the expenses of any military operation carried
on beyond the external possessions of such frontiers by
Her Majesty’s forces charged upon such revenues. He
urged that this section should be so amended as to provide
that, “except in cases of actual or threatened invasion, the
revenues of India shall not be used for military operations
beyond the natural frontiers of India (these frontiers being
once for all defined), unless, at any rate, a part of such
expenditure is put on the English estimates.
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• Fourth — That the Legislative Councils of Madras, Bombay,
Bengal, the North West Provinces (i.e. the United
Provinces), the Punjab and Burma should return one
member each to the Imperial Parliament. “Six men in a
House of 670 would introduce no disturbing factor, while
the House will be in a position to ascertain Indian public
opinion on the various questions coming up before it in
a constitutional manner.” He pointed out that the small
French and Portuguese settlements in India already
enjoyed a similar privilege.

• Fifth — that special knowledge of finance be regarded as
a necessary qualification of the Viceroy. “It would be a
great advantage if the Viceroy, instead of being his own
Minister for Foreign Affairs, were to be his own Finance
Minister. At any rate the immediate connection with the
Foreign Department should cease, the department being
placed like other departments in charge of a separate
member of the Executive Council.”

A study of Gokhale’s evidence before the Welby Commission
will show a very remarkable power of analysis and criticism with
regard to the existing system of affairs. His concrete proposals,
which have just been considered, give ample evidence of the
powers which were developing in him, and which were to bear
such ample fruit later in his life.

Life in England

The experience of life in England was one of considerable
strangeness from many points of view to the young Brahmin, who
was orthodox in regard to the food he ate and the clothes he
wore. One of his fellow-witnesses before the Commission, who
was brought into very close contact with him at the time, speaks
thus of him:

‘He was exceedingly shy. That shyness was greatly
enhanced by reason of finding himself in strange
company. To him it was wholly a new experience to
live in an English house with English ladies and
gentlemen and Parsees. He was a Hindu, and though
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on board the mail steamer he had seen something of
cosmopolitan life and mixed with passengers of
different races and creeds, he could not have realised
till he had come to live with us what was domestic
life in an English suburb.’

Moreover, on his way across France, Gokhale had the
misfortune to suffer an accident, which had the effect of injuring
his heart. His condition became serious; but on account of his
shyness and strangeness he did not for some time let anyone
know that anything was wrong. Finally, however, Wacha found
out about his suffering, and a doctor was consulted, who took a
very serious view of Gokhale’s condition, declaring indeed that
unless steps were promptly taken, death would result:

‘Mrs. Congrave, a highly polished lady residing in
that house, volunteered to work as Gokhale’s nurse.
No sister could have nursed better; and none could
have kept Gokhale so cheerful and bright all through
that serious illness.’

Plague in India

During the time when he was absent in England on his work
in connection with Welby Commission, Gokhale’s fellow-
countrymen were becoming acquainted for the first time with that
terrible scourge which has done so much damage in India ever
since, bubonic plague. At first the nature of this disease and the
right measures to adopt for combating it were very imperfectly
understood; and when the plague reached Poona certain courses
of action were initiated by the D. E. Wacha authorities which led
to great popular discontent.

Stringent regulations were put into force with regard to
segregation, disinfection of houses, compulsory inspection of
infected localities, and so forth. Moreover the very serious mistake
was made of entrusting the enforcement of these new (and from
the Indian point of view revolutionary and oppressive) measures
to British troops, who, however well-meaning, could not be
expected to understand popular prejudices and to deal with them
in a tactful and sympathetic manner.



36 Gopal Krishna Gokhale

The consequence was that a loud outcry arose in Poona
regarding the behaviour of the British soldiers, especially of those
whose duties made it needful for them to intrude into the home-
life of the people. A large number of correspondents from India,
many of them gentlemen ‘in a very respectable and responsible
position in life, pleaders, professors and journalists’, began to
write to Gokhale whilst he was still in England giving him lurid
details of the horrors which were happening in the city which he
loved so well, and accusing the Government of Bombay of gross
mismanagement in having made arrangements under which such
occurrences were possible.

Gokhale unfortunately took the matter up without waiting for
further proof of the reports which he had been receiving. As a
result of the popular resentment in Poona two European officials
had been shot on their way back from the Birthday celebrations
at Government House. The news caused a great sensation in
England, and certain English newspapers urged very drastic action
in response to the murders. In an endeavour to counteract such
proposals Gokhale made public use of the reports which he had
received concerning the behaviour of the British troops which had
led indirectly to the murders. The Government of Bombay took
the matter up, and instituted an enquiry, which did not substantiate
the accusation which Gokhale’s friends had made. Thereupon
Gokhale’s agitation at home was stigmatised as malicious and false.

Apology Incident

This was the atmosphere in which the young statesman, who
had deserved so well of his country by his work before the
Commission, returned to India. At Aden he was met by letters
from some of the friends in Poona who had given him the false
information, beseeching him not to reveal their identity to the
Government. Gokhale had already decided to bear the whole
responsibility for the affair. When he reached Poona he found
himself unable to obtain the support of witnesses to the statements
which he had made on his friends’ authority in England. These
friends, ‘with the exception’, K. Natarajan tells us, of Pandita
Ramabai, failed him in what he called ‘his dark hour of trial’.
Consequently he decided that the only honourable thing which
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he could do under the circumstances was to submit a full and
unconditional apology to Government. In this decision Ranade
and other friends upon whom he relied strongly supported him.

The apology created a tremendous sensation in India. It greatly
increased the respect in which Gokhale was held by those whose
respect was really worth having. In reputable and responsible
quarters he came to be regarded as a man who put truth and
honour above expediency or popularity; and who was therefore
to be relied upon in the future. The moral courage which the
apology had demanded was appreciated at its right worth.

On the other hand, however, the ‘extremist’ section of Indian
opinion greeted the incident with a chorus of execration and
insult. Gokhale was taunted with having betrayed the national
cause, with having trickled to the foreign oppressor. His honourable
straightforwardness was interpreted as despicable and time-
serving cowardice. So fierce was the feeling aroused against him,
in spite of his great services to the national cause in connection
with the Welby Commission, that it appeared that his public
career inevitably was at an end. There could be no future for one
who had incurred, however honourably, such universal detestation
amongst the rank and file of his fellow-countrymen.

Gokhale felt his position exceedingly keenly. His nature was
a very sensitive one; and criticism, especially harsh and unjust
criticism, always caused him great agony of mind. One of his
friends has said of him:

‘An adverse remark, casually made, was sufficient to
upset his mind and to deprive him of sleep for the
whole night’.

Yet he refused to give way before the storm which had broken,
upon him. To one who reproached him, though in a friendly-
manner, on account, of the ampleness of the apology, and the
humiliation which (in the speaker’s opinion) it had brought upon
the country, he replied, with sorrow and dejection, but at the same
time with a staunch determination:

‘You can scarcely have an idea how, sorry I feel to
hear from you that my conduct has brought no little
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humiliation on my country. I accept that as your frank
and honest opinion, and I take it for what it is worth.
But I tell you that you will, I hope, live to see of a day
when I shall cover my country with glory by way of
compensation for the wrong which I am alleged to
have done to her; and then critics of your type, who
are now running me to death, will be converted into
my admirers.’

As one of Gokhale’s Indian biographers has observed:

Thoughtful people will agree that under the
circumstances he was fully justified both in giving the
apology, and that the step he took was the noblest
action of his life. Years hence, when the political
questions of these days are forgotten or finally
disposed of, this sacrifice of his position and prestige
in the eyes of his countrymen, and his risking a
complete voluntary eclipse as a public man, will be
counted as his greatest title to the-respect of posterity.

The Effect of the Apology Incident upon Gokhale

The incident had a decided effect upon Gokhale’s character.
On the one hand he became more than ever careless of popularity.
He learnt to judge questions on their merits, and to take action
accordingly, irrespective of what public opinion might or might
not say. He became more self-reliant, perhaps more reserved. On
the other hand he learned to test his evidence more thoroughly
before committing himself. He became more cautious and prudent.

The apology incident raised him both with the Government
and his own self. To the former his views thereafter were bound
to be peculiarly deserving of consideration as proceeding from a
man who understood his business and his honour no less. To his
own self this incident imparted the strength to stand alone against
the world; If only he had the support of his own convictions.

One who knew Gokhale very well, and was in the closest
touch with him for a number of years, has told the present writer
that the meticulous sense of honour which Gokhale showed in
this affair was characteristic of him in many different relationships.
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Both in public speeches and in the articles which he wrote for the
press, he was always extremely careful to give credit to his
opponents for the best possible intentions, and to represent their
point of view, not in the worst light possible, but in the best. If
in his personal relationships with other men he ever felt that he
had acted wrongly, he would take especial pains afterwards to
set things right. On one occasion he had been somewhat short-
tempered with his private secretary in connection with some
business connected with the Press managed by the Servants of
India Society. Very late that same night, when the person in
question was asleep in his room, Gokhale came to his door and
with unaffected humility asked his pardon for his rudeness to him
earlier in the day.

Election to the Imperial Legislative Council

A fairly in 1902 ill-health led (afterwards Sir) Pherozeshah
Mehta to resign his seat on the Imperial Legislative Council. This
seat, which was filled by election from among the non-official
members of the Bombay Legislative Council, was conferred upon
Gokhale by a unanimous vote; and thus at the early age he entered
upon his career as the chief representative of his country in the
central organ of Government.

From that time till his death, a period of thirteen years, he
worked incessantly in this capacity of imperial legislator at his
task of expressing and rendering operative the viewpoint of
enlightened, Indian opinion. Under the constitutional
arrangements then in existence touch of his criticism of things as
they were, and much also of his constructive suggestion for the
future; had to be packed into the speeches delivered from year
to year on the imperial Indian budget; and in consequence it will
be found that a study of these speeches constitutes the best method
of discovering what the mind of Gokhale really was regarding
major national issues, and how he proposed to improve the existing
condition of things In his country.

Budget Speeches

These annual budget speeches came to be more and more
important for the country as a whole; for the spirit in which they
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were delivered, and the constructive suggestions for the future
with which they abounded; made them an invaluable Indication
of the way in which the Indian Government must move, if in a
time of growing extremism it was to retain the goodwill and
cooperation of the responsible sections of Indian opinion.

Gokhale was to the last the most brilliant member of the
Imperial Legislative Council, and was popularly called - the Leader
of the Indian Opposition, though he himself did not consider that
his duty was merely to oppose Government, but that it was to put
before Government the Indian point of view on every question.
His annual budget speech was a treat to which everybody, both
friend and opponent, looked forward, the one with delight, and
the other with fear.

An answer had to be given to his arguments, and it is not
everybody who could do it at a moment’s notice, if at all. On one
occasion Lord Kitchener privately asked him the points on which
he wished to touch so far as military expenditure was concerned;
and out of consideration for the great soldier, who was no debater,
Gokhale did not emphasise certain points as much as he would
have liked to. His budget speeches always bore their fruit in the
succeeding years’ budgets. He was always on the side of
retrenchment, and did not want Government to take more from
the tax-payers than was absolutely necessary.

This is the opinion of one who has since risen to high office
as a legislator and administrator, concerning the significance of
Gokhale’s budget speeches.

Another well-known representative of responsible Indian
opinion speaks as follows:

Gokhale’s entrance into the Viceroy’s Council opens
a new chapter of usefulness in his life, and some of
his greatest triumphs were achieved there. His first
budget speech delivered there, on the 26th March,
1902, came as a revelation to everyone in the country,
official and non-official alike. Nothing like it has ever
been known before in the history of Indian political
life. Since then he has delivered twelve Budget
speeches, and they have been looked forward to



41Journey of Life

annually. As far back as 1904, during his very early
years in the Viceroy’s Council, Brodrick, then Secretary
of State, wrote to the Governor General in Council to
give effect as far as possible to Gokhale’s suggestions
in forming the estimates for the following year; and
the Budget of 1905-06 was in a real sense his triumph.
Even the foremost of his political opponents, Lord
Curzon, was led to say, “God has endowed him with
extraordinary abilities, and he has freely placed them
at the disposal of his country,” and counted it a
pleasure to cross swords with him as a foreman worthy
of his steel.... Lord Minto, having heard the Budget
speech of 1906, perhaps the greatest of all those great
speeches, said that even in England there were very
few men oil the front benches capable of such an
effort. Sir Edward Baker said that he could wish for
nothing better than that Gokhale should succeed him
as finance member. Sir Guy Fleetwood Wilson spoke
of the Budget debates in the Viceroy’s Council, in the
absence of Gokhale, as the play of Hamlet with Hamlet
left out. Sir James Meston compared him to the great
Gladstone in possessing the rare and happy knack of
making facts and figures live and speak with a deep
human voice. The Right Hon. E. S. Montagu.... writing
about Gokhale says, His grasp of things, both in
essentials and in details, was not the least valuable of
the assets that he brought to the service of his country.
It is not too much to say that his annual contribution
to the debate on the Budget proposals in India was
one of the outstanding features of the proceedings of
the Viceroy’s Council, and was eagerly awaited, even
by those who could not see eye to eye with him in
his criticisms.

These opinions are here quoted in order that, at the outset of
a consideration of the work done by Gokhale as a member of the
Central Legislature of India, it may be realised how profoundly
that work impressed both his fellow-countrymen and English
statesmen who came into contact with him. The fact that he was
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always in opposition, and therefore had no opportunity to put his
principles into practical demonstration through actual legislation,
may make his manifold activities during the next thirteen years
appear unfruitful.

As a matter of fact, however, those activities had a decisive
effect upon the future of his country, not only through the financial
reforms introduced as a result of his annual budget speeches, and
not only through the influence which he exercised upon the
constitutional changes connected with the names of Lord Minto
and Lord Morley, but even more through the demonstration which
they afforded, spread over so many years, of the fact that, given
democratic conditions of government in India, a type of Indian
statesman will emerge who is admirably equipped to utilise those
institutions, in a spirit of constructiveness and of moderation/for
the well-being of his country.

Later Years and Demise

Gokhale continued to be politically active through the last
years of his life. This included extensive travelling abroad. In
addition to his 1908 trip to England, he also visited South Africa
in 1912, where Mahatma Gandhi was working to improve
conditions for the Indian minority living there. Meanwhile, he
continued to be involved in the Servants of India Society, the Congress,
and the Legislative Council while constantly advocating the
advancement of Indian education. All these stresses took their toll,
however, Gokhale died on Feb 19, 1915 at forty nine years of age.


