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THE POINT OF DEPARTURE for Professor  Paranjape of the Jawaharlal Nehru University of this 

highly original study of Gandhi‟s assassination was taking his students on a study tour in 2009 of  

the two Gandhi memorial sites in Delhi at the Raj Ghat and at the old Birla House, leaving him with 
„a lingering brooding sense of disturbance, even irresolvable distress‟ (p. 21). Why is  that Indians 
have not learnt  the exemplary lesson of Gandhi‟s death, of the supreme  importance of Hindu-
Muslim harmony? His answer has the feel of a new paradigm in Gandhi studies, though one 

difficult to demonstrate. Interpreting Nathuram Godse‟s assassination of Gandhi as an Oedipal 
crime, the murder of the Father of the Nation on behalf of Mother  India,  and believing patricide to 
be one of the deepest taboos in Indian culture, he claims that the consequent trauma has led to a 
repressed memory of  Gandhi‟s death and a  consequent failure to break the continuing cycle of 

murderous conflict between the communities and India and Pakistan. In Part I he draws on critical 
theory to explore the psychological and cultural implications of this Oedipal crime; in Part II he 
turns historian and narrates  the last 133 days of Gandhi‟s life, a yajna, from his arrival in Delhi 9 
September, 1947 to his assassination on 30 January, 1948. As a reviewer, I feel it makes more sense, 

first to explore  the narrative of Gandhi‟s engagement with the horrific history of Partition and its 
accompanying Holocaust before addressing the author‟s imaginative interpretation of  Godse‟s 
Oedipal crime.  

The virtue of a narrative is its revealing Gandhi‟s constantly reacting and adjusting to events, all 

the while desperately seeking ways non-violence might still influence the ever deteriorating 
communal conflict. Godse was driven to his crime by his belief that Gandhi was betraying the 
Hindu and Sikh communities in favour of the Muslims. The author emphatically rejects this charge: 
„the accusation that Gandhi would have passively allowed the wholesale slaughter of Hindus and 

Sikhs because of his unreasonable insistence on non-violence is quite mistaken‟ (p. 174). He is in no 
doubt as to Muslim responsibility for communal violence: „When I go to Pakistan I will not spare 
them. I shall die for the Hindus and Sikhs there. I shall be really glad to die there.‟ (speech at his 
prayer meeting 21 September, quoted p. 167). His constant plea was for Hindus and Sikhs not to 

retaliate in kind: „should I say that the Hindus and Sikhs of Delhi should become barbarous because 
Muslims are becoming barbarous?‟(speech 12 September quoted p. 134). Gandhi did seem to have 
insight into the particular tragic predicament of the Sikhs whose historic State of Punjab was being 
divided where many failed to do so: „how could the warrior Sikhs not react to Muslim violence, how 

could they take it lying down?‟(quoted p. 181). But when it became all too clear that such retaliation 
was happening — „Hindus and Sikhs all but match Muslim violence, we must not copy the 
wrongdoer, we must emulate the ones who do good‟ (quoted p. 167) -  Gandhi‟s response was a 
plague on all your house and a charge that they were all betraying their religions: „what is going on 

is not Sikhism, not Islam, not Hinduism. We are somewhat familiar with all of these. Can any 
religion which indulges in unworthy things survive? (speech 26 September, quoted p. 183). Gandhi‟s 
overwhelming preference was for India to remain united, for threatened communities to stay put 
and not migrate, for abducted women to be returned to their families and be treated kindly. But 

what is significant about Gandhi during the partition was a readiness to adjust. If his preference was 
for Indian Muslims to stay put and so validate the new India as a plural society he still recognised 
that the pressure on some to migrate was too strong and that they should be allowed to do so. He 
recognised that some abducted women were reconciled to their new families and should be allowed 
to stay. Most controversial and the catalyst for his murder was his insistence that Pakistan‟s share of 

the national wealth, 55 crores, should be transferred to honour agreements and this in part explains 



his fast 13-18 January 1948. Of course it worked. On the 16th,  Nehru‟s government rescinded its 
decision of 12 January to  hold back the payment. He called off the fast when some 100,000 
government employees pledged to work for peace; the police, and representatives of the RSS, the 

Hindu Mahasabha and leaders of the Sikh and Hindu communities did likewise. There was always a 
pragmatism in Gandhi‟s outlook. He supported the intervention of the army in Kashmir, ecognising 
the right of a State to self-defence. Even so Gandhi was disaffected with power politics and in a 
speech to the RSS stated: „if he had his way he would have no military, not even the police. But all 

this was talk. He was not the government‟ (quoted p. 156). The violence peaked between 15 August 
and mid-November 1947.1 Would the violence have burnt itself out any way in time or was Gandhi‟s  
individual satyagraha a factor? And, in the end, was it his assassination that brought the 
subcontinent to its senses?  

The narrative raises some powerful insights into the collective madness of the partition process. 
There is plenty of evidence that when an authoritarian regime, even more so a military dictatorship, 
is lifted, then all the festering communal conflicts which had been held in check come to the surface. 
This has been seen to be the case in Nigeria, Yugoslavia, Iraq, Libya and Burma. And surely this was 

the case in India, compounded by the Raj‟s failure to give any strongly positive leadership on how 
the end of Empire was to be controlled. Gandhi himself clearly recognised the problem: „the pent up 
fury found its outlet when the British Raj was gone. It naturally vented itself in communal violence 
which was never fully absent and which was kept under suppression by the British bayonet. This 

explanation seems to me to be all sufficing and convincing‟ (in correspondence with Richard Gregg, 
quoted p. 176). The author also makes suggestive use of the theories of Rene Girard‟s Violence and the 
Sacred, that violence is mimetic and, hence, the reciprocal violence. It was Gandhi‟s refusal to follow 
suit, to insist on non-retaliation, that attracted the hostility of both Hindu and Muslim extremists.  

Did Gandhi connive with his assassins? Did he have a death wish? Was indeed his whole life a 
preparation for a good death?  2We are told that during the last 133 days of his life he repeated the 
phrase „do or die‟ some 50 times. Was his final fast in fact a form of cleansing, a preparation for 
martyrdom? The author suggests that in these last days his mantra „my life is my message‟ is 

replaced by „my death is my message.‟ Certainly Gandhi did not fear death: „why should we fear 
death or grieve over it? It is my belief that death is a friend to whom we should be grateful, for it 
frees us from manifold ills which are our lot‟ (quoted p. 196). He refused additional security 
measures at his prayer meetings and would not allow any search of those attending. He failed to 

respond to the attempted bomb assassination by Narayan Apte on 20 January. Against the argument 
of a death wish, however, and a suicidal implication in his murder, is his insistence that his life was 
determined by the Divine: „But God alone has the power over life and death: However powerful the 
person who wants to kill us, he cannot kill us so long as God protects us‟ (quoted p. 138). And there 

is a worrying caveat in Gandhi‟s whole non-violent response to the holocaust, that vengeance is 
God‟s alone. Even so, it is difficult not to see a death wish at work: „I have no wish to live if I cannot 
see peace established all around me in India as well as Pakistan. This is the meaning of yajna‟ 
(quoted p. 143).  

The Indian holocaust led Gandhi to a painful reassessment of the nature of the non-violence of 
the freedom struggle. Had it all along been no more than the non-violence of the weak?: „The 
internecine feud that is going on today is the direct outcome of the energy that was set free during 
thirty years action of the weak.‟ „The unconquerable non-violence of the strong‟ had yet to be 

expressed (from a letter to Karl Struve 1 January, 1948, quoted p. 177). Did Gandhi sense that all 
mass protest movements were at risk of spilling over into violence?  Chauri Chaura in 1922 was the 
telling evidence. There was always a tendency for mass protest to escalate, driven by the belief of the 
majority that they were always in the right. Here I am following the interpretation of an invaluable 

seminar paper by Yale academic, Karuna Mantena. Gandhi privileged means over ends and saw the 
necessity for a highly-disciplined  cadre of satyagrahis leading any mass movement,  clearly  evident 



in the Salt March, ready to leach out of mass protest any tendency to coercion and self-
righteousness. Yet this does not suggest that Gandhi lost faith in a satyagraha conducted according 
to these principles and of course his own final struggle could be said to have appealed to the moral 

conscience of all communities and to have had a remarkable success in dampening down the blood 
lust let loose during the partition.  

Was it the case that only by being aware of the attraction of violence that Gandhi could work out 
a way how non-violence could be its antidote? Was it not the violence he saw in Savarkar that 

inspired Hind Swaraj? It has always puzzled me how Ben Kingsley could be so convincing as Gandhi 
in Attenborough‟s film yet go on to play characters of such malevolence in films such as Death and 
the Maiden and Sexy Beast. Is there a spectrum from violence to non-violence and only by insight into 
violence can you make non-violence effective? Rajneesh, better known as Osho, and probably an 

odd commentator to quote, in a perverse way takes this insight very much further: „Gandhi said to 
people who were violent. Try to be non-violent. Then this non-violence comes out of violence, so the 
non-violence is just a façade, just a face to show. Deep down they are boiling with violence.‟ He may 
have a case of sorts in his account of the fasts: „in a subtle way he would torture the other by 

torturing himself.‟ 3 My guess is the answer to this conundrum lies in a closer exploration of 
Gandhi‟s brahmacharya. If this is, I think, wrongly read in Freudian terms as the sublimation of his 
sexual drives, rather than as a Buddhist desirelessness, freedom from the sexual drive, an inner 
purity that Gandhi believed passionately was the means of weakening the forces of violence, this 

allows  the author rather mysteriously to write of Gandhi‟s „unfurling his desire so that it inundated 
all of India and the world beyond with its liberative energies‟ (p. 118).  If it were alternatively to be 
read in a Freudian way, then sublimation entails, as all sexual repression does, the containment of 
violence and the risk of its lethal release.  

Did Gandhi contribute to that breakdown of harmonious Hindu-Muslim relationships which it 
had seemingly been his life-time endeavour to maintain? The latest attempt to lay the blame for the 
partition on Gandhi is by Perry Anderson. 4 Gandhi is accused of the Hinduisation of Congress: 
„Gandhi‟s doctrines were consigned to the museum but his saturation of politics with Hindu pathos 

lives on.‟ It was Gandhi‟s influence over the Hindu majority that alienated the Muslim minority. But 
here there is a misunderstanding of what Gandhi meant by connecting politics and religion. The late 
Bipan Chandra convincingly explained the source of this misunderstanding in his essay, Gandhiji, 
Secularism and Communalism. Gandhi had not meant religion in terms of particular faiths, for that 

way would indeed lead to fundamentalism. He had meant it in terms of dharma, India‟s ancient 
moral code, one that shapes personal life and the social order: „Yes, I still hold the view that I cannot 
conceive politics as divorced from religion. Here religion does not mean sectarianism, it means a 
belief in ordered moral government of the universe. This religion transcends Hinduism, Islam, 

Christianity. Religion in this personal sense must not be mixed up with politics and national affairs. 
By Ram Rajya I do not mean Hindu Raj. I mean Divine Raj, the kingdom of God. For me Ram and 
Rahim are the same deity (from a speech in 1940). 5 And of course it makes sense to see Gandhi as a 
contributor to the Hindu religious reform movements, a religious reformer in the same mould as 

Ramakrishna and Aurobindo, seeking though inter-faith dialogue to reach out to some universalist 
faith. 6 But Paranjape sees Gandhi as failing to realise such a new transcendental faith, of God as 
Truth, rather than as a theological construct, a failure to find a modern equivalent to Emperor 
Akbar‟s Din Ilahi. He doubts anyway if it can be realised except in terms of some secular and civic 

rapprochement. But all this leaves us with a paradox. How was it that Gandhi‟s exemplary death 
and his heroic struggle for Hindu and Muslim harmony has gone unrewarded, with frequent 
recurrent outbursts of communal violence and three wars between India and Pakistan?  
The answer lies in the author‟s brilliant speculation, and here we move back to Part I, in the trauma 

of Godse‟s Oedipal crime. So great a taboo is patricide (he occasionally uses parricide instead, but 
this relates to the murder of a close relative rather than specifically of the father) and claims because 



it is „all but  unknown-in Hindu mythology, if there was such a murder it was through mistaken 
identity—that Indians turned away from the message of Gandhi‟s death.‟  Godse „had in a radical 
sense broken with thousands of years of history and culture to kill Gandhi. This is what makes his 

act so unbearable to the Indian people‟ (p. 48). But is this true? My understanding of the psychology 
of the Indian family, in studies from Morris Carstairs to Sudhir Kakar, of a reserve, even coldness, 
between father and son but of the mother‟s voracious love. And the son is initially drawn deeply 
into that love. This has the feel  of the Oedipal. If Freud may have written of the endless cycle of the 

killing of the father by the sons over time, his analysis of the Oedipus complex in the late nineteenth 
century bourgeois society was, of course, in terms of phantasy and not actual murder. I assume the 
author‟s exploration of the writings of Deleuze and Guatari  in their Anti-Oedipus is  his way of 
demonstrating that Indians are not unique in being free of Freud‟s doctrinaire insistence on an 

Oedipus complex. It is a little surprising that the author did not refer to Gandhi‟s own family 
background with a pretty awesome father figure and a loving and much loved mother, let alone the 
tensions in his own family. And I wonder if he has fully grasped the argument of Freud‟s Civilisation 
and its Discontents. Freud‟s metapsychology pointed to the tyrannical demands of the superego, or 

culture, on the ego, and the risks of its breaking down, only to release the murderous instincts of the 
id. I just wonder if Gandhi‟s own exceptionally high moral demands did not put too great a strain 
on many Indians and this explains in small part India‟s descent into barbarism in 1947-48.  
I am puzzled by the author‟s ambivalent account of Godse. His act is highly dramatized: „Hinduism 

as it were gatecrashed into modernity‟(p. 33). Godse is cast as a radical moderniser. In responding to 
paraphrasing the ideas at the time of Basanta Kumar Malik in Gandhi-A Prophecy (1948), the author 
sees Godse‟s crime as signifying „the onset of an entire new era, an era struggling to be born and 
recognized‟(p. 73). His brother, after release from prison, described Godse as „a well-intentioned, 

rational and a clear thinking patriot „(p. 18). His was an honour killing. Godse had seen Gandhi as 
„the stubborn obstacle to militarising the Hindus.‟ (p. 74). Here one suspects that continuing neurotic 
Hindu  response to the colonial charge of Indian effeminacy, one that also in part underpinned 
Gandhi‟s own insistence on courage over cowardice. But it also forms the link to the Hindu 

nationalism of the RSS and Hindu Mahasabha. Godse was a lapsed member of the RSS, but still 
belonged to the Mahasabha. If both were temporarily banned, the RSS anyway was later cleared by 
the Kapur Commission of any involvement in Godse‟s crime. And maybe here it is not the place to 
make links between the outlook of Godse and the current Modi administration. The BJP of course 

has appropriated Gandhi as one of their own, though clearly has a preference for patriot  
Vivekananda. William Dalrymple, writing before the 2014 election, 7 describes how Modi is still 
tainted with turning a blind eye to the anti-Muslim pogroms in Gujarat in 2002. The BJP is seen as 
still committed to the Hindutva agenda. Will Modi indeed, Dalrymple fears, become an Indian 

Putin? If there is no evidence of any guilt  at Hindu communal crimes against  Muslims, past or 
present, there is a real connection to be made between Godse and the  BJP‟s drive  for a  form of 
radical modernity.  
But you do not need any Oedipal content to Godse‟s crime to  explain why Indians should have 

repressed the traumatic memories of India‟s holocaust and hence lost the message of Gandhi‟s 
exemplary death. There are plenty of analogous ways in which Europeans repressed memories of its 
Holocaust. The generation of Germans that had endorsed Nazism sought to blot out these guilty 
memories by working for economic recovery with the reward of the Erhard miracle, only for the 

next generation, their children to bring them to account in the revolution of 1968 and through the 
violence of the Baader-Meinhof group. One would not welcome such an outcome for India. But 
India might learn from the way the French very belatedly faced up to its collusion with the 
Holocaust. In 1969 came Max Ophuls‟s searing television document The Sorrow and the Pity. Here 

was the first dramatic awakening of the French to their involvement in the Shoah. As Rod Kedward 
has described, it led in time to a „duty to remember‟: „from psychoanalysts, historians, the process of 



memory was linked to recovery of the repressed, to facing trauma at personal and national level, to 
therapeutic and cathartic outcomes.‟ 8  
If in its aftermath Indians repressed memories of Gandhi‟s  death he was still to become „a spectral 

presence haunting post-colonial India „(p. 63). Sarojini Naidu, in  her AIR talk on, 1 February, 1948, 
My Father. Do No Rest, is seen as initiating this haunting. Then Gandhi quite literally becomes a ghost 
in Rajkumar Hirani‟s film Lage Raho Munna Bhai (2006), with its somewhat similar plotline to 
Slumdog Millionaire, a petty Bombay crook  bullying his way into winning a quiz prize on Gandhi 

and afterwards having to rely on answers from Gandhi‟s  ghost to keep up the pretence of his 
expertise. The author has a rather odd response to the challenge of haunting: „there is a way to 
escape this haunting, this visitation, though Sarojini does not spell it out. It is undoing the two-
nation theory, by making peace between Hindus and Hindus, Hindus and Muslims, men and 

women, upper castes and Dalits. That, to put it simply, would be Gandhi‟s way.‟ (p. 63). It  is hard to 
imagine that Gandhi would have been proactive in undoing the partition. Such an appeal to integral 
nationalism is always risky. He is on stronger ground when he argues a need for Indians to go 
through a process of cleansing, a need for atonement, drawing on Karl Jasper‟s ideas in The Question 

of German Guilt (1945). Only by a change of heart will the endless cycle of Hindu-Muslim conflict be 
broken. Might the Dalai Lama here step into Gandhi‟s shoes?  
Gandhi studies are noticeably multi-disciplinary. It has attracted moral philosophers, psychologists, 
political scientists, journalists, economists, historians. Now we have a Professor of English. 

Makarand Paranjape has imaginatively deployed his familiarity with critical theory to interpret 
Gandhi‟s assassination as an Oedipal crime, so traumatic for Indians that they have blotted out the 
message of his exemplary death on the absolute need for Hindu-Muslim harmony. But he also turns 
historian and presents a compelling picture of an old man taking up his individual satyagraha, a  

yajna, against the destructive communal conflict that led to Partition and Holocaust. Sadly, with a 
new Prime Minister who still lives under the shadow of the anti-Muslim pogroms in Gujarat in 2002, 
Gandhi‟s message has not yet been learnt. 
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