DIRECT ACTION AT THE MOVIES

‘Gandhi’: The Price Of Glory

by George Woodcock

LIKE ANYONE WHOSE
life and ideas were affected profound-
ly by the example of Mohandas Gan-
dhi, I watched the film that bears his
name with very mixed feelings, both
with regard to its form and to the way
it has distorted, in the interests of the
ment, the last and in some ways the
most crucial period of Gandhi’s life.

Let me begin with the film itself.
Considered as a cinematic drama, itis
deeply marred by its inner conflict
between intimacy and grandiosity.

However prominent the role that
history and his own political clear-
sightedness may have given him,
Gandhi remained throughout his life
an astonishingly private and indepen-
dent person, obeying his inner imper-
atives rather than those of party or
movement, and living with a quirki-
ness and an eccentricity that no leader
dependent on the support of an organ-
ized political party would have dared
to adopt. Gandhi did not have to wait
for the liberation of India to become a
free man, governed only by his per-
sonal morality. It is the strength of
that morality, combined with an
extraordinary sense of political strat-
egy and timing, that explains his long
ascendancy over the movement for
Indian independence.

The intimate Gandhi, the eccentric
and warm-hearted man of principle, is
admirably portrayed by Ben Kings-
ley, whose absorption of the personal-
ity of his character is an exceptional

have prevented this.

Except for scenes between individ-
uals, we are always looking at life
from a distance, seeing India from the
windows of fast-moving trains,
watching from some distant and elev-
ated point mass events populated by
hundreds of striding or strugglm; ex-
tras. The sense of being in the close
heart of Indian life that one gets from
the films of the great Bengali directors
like Satyagit Ray or Mrinal Sen is
absent.

In the process of epic aggrandise-
ment, everything is oversimplified,
whether it is Gandhi’s painful rela-
tions with his own wife and family, or
the complex human interaction be-
tween the British and the Indians,
which is shown by Attenborough in
grotesquely black-and-white terms,
so that the former are always stage
villains, whatever their personal qual-
ities, and the latter always stage he-
roes, totally lacking in the vices of
power-hunger and corruption that be-
came evident as soon as they assumed
power with the departure of the Brit-
ish in 1947.

Attenborough has not grasped the
elementary truth of political psycho-
logy: that however good a human
being one may be, power will make
one act evilly. Gandhi’s great wisdom
led him to evade, even at the time of
India’s liberation, the temptation to
assume power. -

triumph. of acting. The process by «

which Gandhi, the tongue-tied and
rather naive young lawyer, found
within himself, through struggle and
suffering, the stubborn fighter he ev-
entually became, is paralleled by the
way in which, as the film goes on, one
sees Kingsley becoming absorbed in-
to the personality he represents.

It is not a matter of physical like-
ness, for Kingsley’s facial resem-
blance to Gandhi is not in fact very
close; in the earlier passages of the
film his long face and kind eyes re-
mind one as much of that other just
man, Orwell, as of Gandhi, and at no
times does even the best makeup give
him the appealing chapfallen ugliness
of Gandhi’s old age.

But all this is forgotten as the film
continues, since Kingsley so lives
himself into his character’s personal-
ity that one knows in the end that this
is how Gandhi walked and sat, how he
talked, how he even thought; Gan-
dhi’s wry humour, his quiet laughter,
his naive vanities, his sidetracked
sexuality, they are all there, and so is
the honesty towards himself and the
straightforwardness to others that
made Orwell remark of him, just after
Gandhi was assassinated in 1948,
“compared with the other leading
political figures of our time, how clean
a smell he has managed to leave
behind.”

Wide-Screen Conven-
tions

It is a superb and memorable piece
of acting, but the very intimacy with
which Kingsley has explored and as-
sumed Gandhi’s nature contrasts
with the lack of intimacy with which
the film as a whole represents the
India that Gandhi set out to liberate.

The conventions of the wide-screen
eplc, to wlnch the d:rector Richard
gh has remained faithful,

These flaws in Gandhi, and the
more shocking distortions to which I
shall shortly come, are largely the
result of the political auspices under
which it was made. The film could not
have been completed without the
wholehearted consent and co-opera-
tion of the Indian government and
Indira Gandhi, who moreover contri-
buted a great deal of the $20,000,000
that the film cost to make.

For that kind of co-operation and
financial subsidy the Indian govern-
ment asked its price, which was a film
that would not only glorify India as a
nation, but would also suggest that the
centralized militarist state it has be-
come since 1947 is really the India
that Gandhi fought for by entirely
non-militarist means.

The masses of India are still among
the poorest people in the world, not
much less poor than they were when
Gandhi identified his lot with theirs,
and anyone who has known the coun-
try for a long time and has understood
its problems is saddened in the 1980s
to see that the great sea of poverty has
grown broader and deeper, while the
raft of newly rich exploiters that floats
on its surface grows ever larger and
more prosperous.

It is this situation that makes all the
more despicable the irresponsibility
with which the Indian government has
recently paid enormous sums of mon-

The real Mohandas Gandhi.

ey for symbolic events by which the
mass of the people are only marginal-
ly benefitted, if at all.

No less than 500 crores of rupees
(a crore being 10,000,000), which is
the equivalent of $500,000,000 Can-
adian, was wasted on the Asian
Games last November, at a time
when hundreds of millions of Indians
still do not enjoy the simple benefit of
clean water, let alone adequate food.
Beside this extravagance, the
$10,000,000 or so which Attenbor-
ough received from Mrs. Gandhi (and
which was used largely to recycle
superannuated British actors like
John Gielgud, Trevor Howard and
John Mills for stilted minor roles),
may seem small enough, but it is still
money taken from people who need it,
to glorify people who do not.

State Not Criticised

Clearly it was implied, even if it
was not specified, that Gandhi
should in no way offer a criticism of
the state that Mrs. Indira Gandhi now
rules. And so, at the end of the film,
while we are indeed shown Gandhi
courageously intervening to halt the
mutual killings of Hindus and Mos-
lems in Calcutta, we are given no
inkling of the doubts he experienced
and expressed after India became
independent in 1947.

Nothing is said about his warnings
that the Congress Party was being
corrupted by the power 1t gamed with

thing is said
about his recommendauon that the
Congress Party should be disbanded,
its aim of India’s liberation having
been achieved, and be replaced by a
Lok Sewak Sangh (Organization for
the Service of the People), which
would eschew political power and
devote itself to moral and social re-
form and to creating the kind of agrar-
ian commonwealth Gandhi had long
advocated - a decentralized society
based on the revivifying of the villages.
Nothing is said about his warning that
the “militarization of India would
mean self-destruction.” Nothing is
said about his argument that “‘self-
government means continuous effort
to be free of governmental control,
whether it is foreign or whether it is
national” or of his assertion that “the
ideally non-violent state will be an
ordered anarchy.”

Gandhi, in fact, wanted to create a
libertarian and agrarian order, with-
out an army and without a sense of
national arrogance. He often called
himself an anarchist, and in his vision
of a village-based order, with a decen-
tralized administration rather than
government, he came very close to the
ideals of Tolstoy and Kropotkin, both
of whom he admired.

But all this was far from the inten-
tions of men like Nehru and Patel,
into whose hands fell the shaping of
the new Indian state after the British
went. They were intent on creating a
nation-state like those established in
nineteenth-century Europe, and in or-
der to do this they not only retained
the army the British had created (even
with its old regimental formations)
but also the British form of admin-
istration, so that when in the 1970s
Mrs. Gandhi declared an emergency,
she actually imprisoned her oppon-
ents under rules laid down by the
British viceroys to deal with Gandhi
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