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Abstract:
The formation and the evolution of ‘self’ is a complex process having social,
cultural, psychological, and linguistic dimensions. It can be neither formed nor
understood in isolation. The process becomes even more complex in people who are
public figures like the ‘Father of the Nation’ Mahatma Gandhi. There is no denying the
fact that without his guidance our freedom struggle would have been a different story
altogether. There are films like Gandhi’ (1982) by Richard Attenborough, Hey Ram
(2000) by Kamal Haasan which spotlight growth of Gandhi as The Father of Nation. In
2007, Feroz Abbas Khan attempted to portray Gandhi’s relationship with his son in his
film Gandhi, My Father. Based on the life of his eldest son, Harilal, the film depicts
Gandhi, the man. The present article attempts to interpret the growth of the personal ‘self’
of Gandhiji through the lens of an eminent American psychologist, Abraham Maslow’s
Theory of Hierarchy of Needs which was proposed in 1943. This article is a humble
endeavor to interpret

the role of Gandhi as a Father and Gandhi as the Father in the

light of the concept of ‘Self-actualization’. Why could a man who sacrificed everything
for the sake of his motherland, not able to understand the dreams and aspirations of his
own son? Why could Harilal not realize Gandhi’s ideals and the depth of his
commitment? Why could they never bridge the chasm that separated them? This article
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discusses these issues regarding father-son relationship in the light of the ‘socialpsychology of the being’.
Keywords: Personal self, Self-actualization, Theory of Hierarchy of Needs.
“It is said that the Taj mahal looks different to different people, depending on
where they’re standing and particularly on what time of day it is. I feel rather like that
about Bapu” (Mehta 3).
These are the recollections of a close disciple of Gandhi as Ved Mehta has jotted
down. Really, it is difficult to describe Gandhi’s multifarious personality in a single
stream of thought, in a single ideology. It is difficult to interpret Gandhi in a singular
relationship as well. Gandhi was, in words of Romain Rolland, a ‘living enigma’. Even
some of his closest colleagues found it difficult to fathom his depths and size up his
personality accurately. Even Pt. Nehru had to admit: “We who have known him for these
many years in all his moods and activities …. tried to fathom what lay behind them, what
distant horizon held his eyes, are still far from the end of our search” (Qtd. in Sharma
132).
Indubitably, Gandhi’s ever-growing personality was simple yet very complex. It
is impossible to harness the blowing winds, to store a flowing river in a pitcher.
Similarly, it is not possible to interpret Gandhi’s unceasing self-expansion in a single
phrase. The fact is that the construction of the self is in itself a complex process having
social, cultural, psychological, and linguistic dimensions. It can neither be shaped nor
understood in isolation. The process becomes even more complex in people like Gandhi
who are public figures who influence and lead the masses. Their personal self, at times, is
at variance with their public self and conflict ensues. Gandhi’s entire life gave new depth
and richness to the perennial equation between private and public. The two realms
seamlessly assembled in this one life, with a bold openness that even his bold admirers
often found embarrassing.
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi is a name that inspires awe and deep respect in
the heart of every Indian. As the ‘Father of the Nation’ Gandhi is a reverend figure in our
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country. He practiced to the utmost limits the ultimate human virtue of non-violence. He
could erase all the difference between his saying and doing. He has been classified with
Buddha and Christ. Will Durant describes him as ‘a saint among men’. Martin Luther
King, the American Negro leader, compared Gandhi to Christ and said: “From my
background, I gained my resulting Christian ideals. From Gandhi, I learned my
operational technique” (Cousin 14). Einstein exclaimed that generations to come “will
scarcely believe that such a man, as this, ever in flesh and blood, walked upon this earth”
(Cousin 100).
The world of history, literature and cinema speaks volumes in praise of Gandhi as
Mahatma. There’s no denying the fact that without his guidance our freedom struggle
would have been a different story altogether. There are films like Gandhi’ (1982) by
Richard Attenborough, Hey Ram (2000) by Kamal Haasan which spotlight the growth of
Gandhi as The Father of Nation. Shyam Benegal’s The Making of the Mahatma focused
on the formative years of Gandhi in South Africa and his awakening. There is Rajkumar
Hirani’s Lage Raho Munnabhai, which popularized Gandhian values in a lighter vein
packaged as Gandhigiri. But all these laurels should not blind us to the fact that when he
was at the Himalayan heights of his public life, his personal life, his family was groping
in the dark. We can not overlook the fact that while he was being hailed as the Father of
the Nation, his own son was living like an orphan.
No doubt, the Father of the Nation Gandhi is like an open book before us. But
Gandhi the man is still an enigma, a puzzle to be solved. His relationship with Kasturba
has received much criticism. His treatment of his children has raised many eyebrows. His
eldest son Harilal Gandhi was always at loggerheads with his father, struggling to come
out of his shadow. Feroz Abbas khan’s ‘Gandhi My Father’ (2007) is a cinematic attempt
to bring to light this troubled relationship of Mahatma Gandhi and his son. Based on
Chandulal’s Biography of Harilal and Khan’s play ‘Mahatma V/s Gandhi’, which took its
theme from Dinker Joshi’s novel in Gujrati, the film tells us how “To the people, he was
the Father/ To his son, he was a father he never had”. Feroz Abbas Khan’s Gandhi, My
Father is a film that opens our eyes to this very facet of the Mahatma’s personality.
Based on the life of the Mahatma’s eldest son, Harilal, the film depicts Gandhi, the man.
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This film is a sensitive portrayal of how complex a father-son relationship can be. Why
could a man who sacrificed everything for the sake of his motherland not understand the
dreams and aspirations of his own son? Why could Harilal not comprehend Gandhi’s
ideals and the depth of his commitment? Why could they never bridge the chasm that
separated them? These are some important issues which need to be addressed in the light
of the ‘social-psychology of the being’. This paper is a humble endeavor to interpret the
role of Gandhi, a Father and Gandhi, the Father in the light of the Theory of Hierarchy
of Needs propounded by an eminent American psychologist, Abraham Maslow who, for
the first time, tried to understand the human psyche with a humanistic approach. With
special emphasis on an inherent inner human nature, Maslow came with his Theory of
Hierarchy of Needs in his paper A Theory of Human Motivation (1943). He includes in
this inner nature “basic needs, capacities, talents, Physiological or temperamental
balances” (376).
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is the outcome of his study of many extremely
successful people in various fields. With his study, he established that there are five types
of needs in a human being’s life. They appear in a hierarchical order, and they need to be
satisfied in that order only. Once you satisfy the lower kind of need only then the higher
one will make its demand. Once a level of needs is crossed, you only think about the next
level. Maslow explained his theory about human needs with the help of the following
pyramid.
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Figure: Hierarchy of Needs (Source: Google Images)
At the base of the pyramid are physiological needs like food, water, sex etc. These
are basic needs. Once these needs are satisfied, the next set of needs make their call. At
the second step we have the safety needs – security of body, job, family, health. Then we
have emotional needs on the third level. They include emotional security, friendship, and
love. Once they are fulfilled, the next kind of needs to make their presence felt are esteem
needs – need for self respect, confidence, respect of others and respect by others. At the
pinnacle of this pyramid, we have self-actualization which Maslow has categorized as
‘Being Need’. It is a stage where a man realizes his potential, seeks personal growth and
tries to be what he can be. He is creative, spontaneous, free of prejudices, and has a clear
perception of reality. A self-actualized person is independent, democratic, often a nonconformist, socially compassionate, is comfortable with oneself, natural, creative,
inventive, and original. The paper attempts to interpret the portrayal of Gandhi as a father
and as the Father in the film in the light of the concept of Self-actualization.
The film begins at a municipal hospital in Bombay where an old and ailing beggar
is taken to the hospital by a constable. This beggar is none other than Harilal who is on
his death bed- a broken man with nobody to take care of him. He takes us down the
memory lane and we find ourselves in South Africa, significantly in the year 1906.The
year is important in Gandhi’s life as this is the time when he, after witnessing the horrors
of Bambata rebellion, had taken a vow of celibacy. Highly influenced by Ruskin’s Crown
of Wild Olives, and Tolstoy’s The Kingdom is Within You, he had resorted to the concept
of Satyagraha, the passive resistance against racial discrimination. This is a time in
Gandhi’s life when his moral, philosophical, political, and spiritual ideas are in the
process of taking final shape. We find Gandhi in South Africa at Phoenix Settlement that
he established under the influence of John Ruskin’s revolutionary essay ‘Unto This Last’.
It contains Gandhi’s house, the houses of the inmates, and a printing press where he
printed the newspaper ‘Indian Opinion’. This is a communal settlement where all people,
irrespective of their occupation or social standing, get equal wages for their work. Here,
for him, everybody is equal. He does not discriminate between his own children and
those living in the settlement. We find Gandhi already on the highest ladder of Abraham
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. He has reached the stage of self actualization. When Ba
tries to persuade Gandhi: “Sirf ek bar Gandhi bankar nahin, Bap bankar bete ki aavaz
suni hoti” (If

…only once, he has given an ear to his son’s needs as a Father, not as

Gandhi), Gandhi’s calm reply unfurls Gandhi, the Mahatma: “Mera apna kuch bhi
nahin.Mere liye koi apna nahin, Koi paraya nahin…” (I have nothing to own, ….)
On the other hand, we have Harilal, Gandhi’s eldest son who is an idealistic,
young, and energetic boy and wants to become a barrister like his father. He wants to go
to London for his studies. His father is his ideal. But of the whole family he is the only
one left in India to receive Indian education and imbibe Indian values. He lives in Rajkot
and is still on the lower level of the triangle of Maslow’s hierarchy. Gandhiji provides for
him. Away from family and loved ones, he seeks emotional security and marries his
fiancé Gulab without his permission. Having satisfied successfully the physiological,
safety and emotional needs, he moves one step up the ladder and wants to earn a name
and respect for himself. He moves to South Africa leaving his pregnant wife behind and
joins his father in his crusade against the South African government. Gandhi arranges for
his wife’s journey to South Africa. Harilal becomes the first satyagrahi of Gandhi’s nonviolent rebellion; he serves a four months sentence and is happy doing that for the cause
of humanity.
The first tiff between them appears when Gandhi, without his consent,
sends his wife and child back to India. He feels cheated. He has not yet given up his
ambition of becoming a barrister like his father. But Gandhi, instead of sending him to
England on a scholarship offered by his friend Pran Jivanbhai, sends his nephew instead.
The idea of his separation from his wife hits him hard. He is angry with Bapu and asks
Gulab indignantly, “Meri biwi mujhe chhod kar ja rahi hai aur mujhse poochha bhi
nahin gaya.....Faisla kaun karta hai?” (My wife is being sent away and I was not even
asked……Who is the decision-maker?)
After Gulab’s departure, he again regresses to the third level of Maslow’s
hierarchy. His emotional needs raise their head once again. Still, he goes on living with
Bapu in the hope that some day he will send him to England for further studies. But
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Gandhi, being self-actualized, has a clearer perception of reality. He realizes that when
his son could not pass even his matriculation exam in India, how he will be able to cope
with higher studies. Bapu, this time sends Sorabjee to England. Completely heartbroken,
he tries to escape to India disguised as some Pranlal Mehta. Gandhi comes to know that
Harilal has been arrested trying to go back to India to meet his wife and daughter with the
disguised identity, as Pranlal Mehta. On being asked why Harilal had not told his father
only once so that he would have made necessary arrangements for his journey. Harilal
Replied: “Mein Himmat hi nahin Juta Paya….” (I did not have the courage…) Bapu
pathetically reacts: “Bap se baat karne ke liye himmat ki jarurat nahi hoti” (A son does
not need courage for talking to his father.) But Harilal’s reply pierces a father’s
affectionate heart: “Maine Bap ka piyar kabhi dekha hi nahin…” (I never experienced a
father’s love…) In this scene, Abbas has presented both of them in the twilight of dusk
when both of them cannot see each other’s faces clearly. This darkness and gloom define
their relationship. It is this wall of darkness, of lack of understanding that separates both.
Back in India, Harilal is happy with his family. Once again, his emotional needs
are fulfilled and he wants to satisfy the esteem needs. He studies hard, but fails thrice. He
has a big family now to take care of. When he fails the third time, he says to his wife,
“Jab bhi main fail hota hoon, bapu ki jeet hoti hai” (Whenever I fail, Bapu wins). So now
the battle has begun between them. Higher order esteem need has stung him hard, and he
wants a name, an identity of his own.
Gandhi comes back to India in 1914. Harilal arranges for his train journey. It is a
plush compartment that Gandhi is traveling in with Ba. He feels uncomfortable with the
luxury. Harilal does not have a reservation. The TTE offers to waive off the fine, but
Bapu insists on paying it. His high morals are a matter of pride for Ba and Harilal. But
when Harilal asks for monetary help to start a new business, Gandhi, high on morality as
he is, refuses to lay any claim on his ancestral property. A shattered and frustrated Harilal
keeps on surviving on whatever money Bapu sends. The scene where Gulab is chatting
with her neighbors, discussing pressure of frugality, and how difficult it gets to manage
the expenses of five children is marvelous as it sums up the difference between Bapu’s
and Harilal’s basic approach towards life. Some masked people are taking a procession
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through the street with drums, torches and a lot of noise. Harilal is writing a letter to
Bapu in a fit of anger. The commotion and uproar outside seem an externalization of his
troubled state of mind. He overhears the conversation of his wife and bursts out. He
cannot take this anymore. He goes out into the street and tells everyone, “Main hoon
Gandhiji ka nalayak beta…yeh Gandhi mohur mere maathe par chhaap di gayi hai…kya
karoon main iska…” (I am the useless son of Gandhiji… Gandhi’s name is stamped on
my forehead…what to do with it…) All his anger against his father, all the fire within to
do something without using his father’s name, all the frustration at being a failure at
every step of life, all the disappointment at not being able to earn self respect is evident in
this outburst.
When Gandhi reads the letter written by Harilal in this fit of anger, accusing him
of all his failures, he very lovingly says, “Bahut bahadur hai mera beta…. apne usoolon
ke liye lad raha hai…. chahe mere khilaaf hi sahi.” (My son is very brave…. he is
fighting for his principles...though he is fighting against me). Harilal’s outburst and
Gandhi’s affectionate reaction placed side by side make it evident to the spectator that it
was not lack of love that spoilt their relationship; rather it was their being on the different
levels of Needs Hierarchy that made it almost impossible for them to understand each
other clearly.
Life moves on for Harilal as well as for Gandhi. Harilal moves to Calcutta. He,
despite sincere efforts, fails in his business ventures. A lot of money that he urged people
to invest in his trade has lost. His wife leaves him. One of his children Shanti dies. Gulab
also dies, leaving him all alone. His children put up with Bapu. He tries to mend his ways
and works hard as a salesperson for Godrej company. Being satisfied with his own efforts
and sincerity he rejoins Bapu in his war against the British Empire. A couple of wrong
decisions again land him in trouble. This episode is the final nail in his coffin. He is
completely estranged from Bapu as Bapu cannot support his financial malpractices. He
changes his religion and adopts Islam.
During one of his drunken antics, Harilal rides a horse cart. A police officer stops
him. He says, “Tum jaante ho mere pitah kaun hain? Mahatma Gandhi” (You know who
my father is? Mahatma Gandhi). The policeman says, “Achha, tum Gandhiji ke bete ho!”

www.the-criterion.com

186

The Criterion: An International Journal in English Vol. 12, Issue-VI, December 2021

ISSN: 0976-8165

(So, you are Gandhiji’s son). He replies very tersely and says, “Main unka beta nahin,
who mere pitah hain” (I am not his son, rather he is my father). This sums up the seething
anger and frustration that he suffers all his life with. It was clearly a strain to be a son of
the Mahatma and to live in his gigantic shadow.
In the marvelous train scene, Harilal offers an orange to his Ba. When the whole
crowd is cheering Gandhiji, he applauds Ba and makes the equation between his parents
very clear to the audience. Gandhiji asks him if he has brought something for him. He
replies in a clear and loud negative. He does not want to give anything to the man who
gave him nothing as a father, who did not fulfill even the basic duties of a father of
educating their children. Being at the stage of Self-actualization, Gandhi has calmly
confessed his failure as a father in his autobiography:
“My sons have …some reason for a grievance against me. Indeed, they have
occasionally given expression to it, and I must plead guilty to a certain extent. … The
eldest son has often given vent to his distress privately before me and publicly in the
press; the other sons have generously forgiven the failure as unavoidable” (Gandhi, 350).
But Gandhi was not heart-broken over it and never regretted that, “I did not prove
an ideal father. But I hold that I sacrificed their literary training to what I genuinely,
though may be wrongly, believed to be service to the community”. But Harilal was not
Self-actualized, so how he could access Gandhi’s ideal: to live for others.
All his life he fights to create a small niche for himself where his name, his
identity will be free from the burden of his ultra heavy surname. All his life he strives
hard to satisfy his esteem need. But alas! It could not happen. “To the people he was a
Father…to his son he was a father he never had.” As an eminent critic, Pritish Nandi
writes about this complex father-son relationship: “There are no heroes, no villains. The
right and the wrong are flip sides of the same coin. …realize that much as they resented
each other, both were incomplete without the other”. Maslow’s theory makes us ponder
over, what would have happened if Harilal could satisfy his esteem need? Could then he
understands the high ideals of his great father? What if Gandhiji could come one step
down the ladder and make a sensitive understanding of his inner turmoil? What if….? We
can only speculate.
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