
 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260170054 Volume 8, Issue 1, January-February 2026 1 

 

Gandhi’s Unfinished Autobiography: Silence, 

Self-Representation, and the Ethics of Historical 

Memory 
 

Dr. Jyothi S 
 

Associate Professor, English, Tumkur University 

 

Abstract 

Mahatma Gandhi’s autobiography, The Story of My Experiments with Truth, concludes in 1920, 

precisely at the moment when his public life entered its most decisive and turbulent phase. The decades 

that followed—marked by mass nationalist movements, debates with B. R. Ambedkar on caste, complex 

negotiations with Jawaharlal Nehru and Vallabhbhai Patel, the trauma of Partition, and experiments in 

ethical self-discipline—remain largely undocumented in sustained autobiographical form. This paper 

examines the intellectual and historiographical implications of that silence. It argues that Gandhi’s 

decision to discontinue self-narration created a representational vacuum in which later ideological, 

nationalist, and revisionist interpretations have flourished. By analysing Gandhi’s earlier confessional 

method alongside the political and moral crises of his later years, the study explores how 

autobiographical incompletion shapes collective memory. The essay contends that reconstructing 

Gandhi’s unwritten interior is not an act of reverence or denunciation, but a democratic necessity. The 

unfinished autobiography, far from being a minor literary gap, emerges as a structural absence in India’s 

ethical and political archive, compelling contemporary scholarship to revisit the relationship between 

self-representation, moral leadership, and historical memory. 
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When Mahatma Gandhi began serializing his autobiography in 1925 in Navajivan, he did not present it 

as a monument to achievement. Later published in English as The Story of My Experiments with Truth, 

the text framed his life as a moral laboratory. Gandhi wrote not to glorify himself but to document error, 

doubt, desire, and ethical struggle. His early years in Porbandar, London, and South Africa were narrated 

with striking candour. Weakness was not concealed; it was analysed. Truth was not possessed; it was 

pursued. 

Yet the autobiography concluded in 1920—precisely at the moment when Gandhi entered the most 

decisive and turbulent phase of his public life. The decades that followed witnessed mass mobilization, 

negotiations with the British, caste debates, communal violence, Partition, and the shaping of 

postcolonial India. Gandhi’s silence about these years remains one of the most consequential absences in 

modern Indian historiography. 
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He believed that his life had become “an open book,” that nothing remained private enough to require 

autobiographical clarification. But public life does not interpret itself. When a leader ceases to narrate 

his own moral and political evolution, others inevitably narrate him. 

The unfinished autobiography is therefore not merely a literary incompletion. It is a structural gap in 

India’s moral archive. 

 

Autobiography as Ethical Self-Examination: 

Gandhi’s autobiographical method was revolutionary in its vulnerability. He wrote of jealousy, fear, 

dietary anxieties, sexual desire, and spiritual confusion. Unlike conventional political memoirs that 

justify decisions retrospectively, Gandhi’s narrative foregrounded moral experiment. Failure was not 

embarrassment; it was pedagogy. 

This confessional transparency established an ethical contract between leader and public. Gandhi did not 

ask to be trusted because he was flawless. He invited trust because he was willing to expose 

imperfection. 

However, after 1920, as his public stature expanded, this mode of self-scrutiny diminished in narrative 

form. Gandhi continued writing articles, letters, and speeches, but none possessed the sustained 

introspective coherence of his earlier autobiography. The result was a transformation in his public 

image: the fallible seeker gradually hardened into symbol—the Mahatma. The ethical consequence of 

this shift is significant. When confession ceases, myth begins. 

 

Silence and the Politics of Representation: 

Silence is never neutral. It produces meaning. Gandhi’s refusal—or inability—to continue his 

autobiographical project created a representational vacuum. Into this vacuum entered competing 

narratives: hagiographic, nationalist, revisionist, and critical. 

In school textbooks, Gandhi became simplified into the saintly spinner of the charkha. In ideological 

rhetoric, he became either the father of the nation or the architect of national compromise. In some 

contemporary discourses, he is blamed for Partition, accused of appeasement, or portrayed as politically 

naïve. 

Without a sustained late-life narrative from Gandhi himself, these interpretations operate without 

corrective self-explanation. Historians such as Judith Brown (1989) and Ramachandra Guha (2013) 

reconstruct his evolving positions through archives, but archival reconstruction cannot fully substitute 

autobiographical introspection. 

The Gandhi who documented his early moral struggles is absent in the decades that required even deeper 

moral explanation. 

 

Gandhi and Ambedkar: The Debate Without Interior Monologue 

The encounter between Gandhi and B. R. Ambedkar remains foundational to modern India’s social 

imagination. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste (1936) articulated a structural critique of Hindu society, 

arguing that reform within varnashrama was insufficient for justice. Gandhi, writing in Harijan, opposed 

untouchability vehemently but did not endorse annihilation of the varna framework in the manner 

Ambedkar demanded. 

This debate shaped constitutional and moral discourse. Yet Gandhi did not produce a sustained 

autobiographical reflection explaining how he emotionally and philosophically processed Ambedkar’s  
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critique. His public responses were firm but not introspectively confessional. 

The absence of self-analysis has allowed the debate to harden into polarized camps: Gandhi as reformist 

moralist versus Ambedkar as radical emancipator. While scholarship attempts nuance (Parekh 1997; 

Guha 2013), Gandhi’s own extended interior narrative is missing.Silence, here, becomes historical 

tension. 

 

Leadership, Succession, and the Question of Nehru: 

As India approached independence, Gandhi’s moral authority coexisted with emerging political 

leadership. His relationship with Jawaharlal Nehru and Vallabhbhai Patel has been debated extensively. 

Gandhi’s confidence in Nehru’s internationalism and intellectual modernity is evident in 

correspondence, while Patel’s administrative acumen was equally respected. 

Yet Gandhi did not leave behind a comprehensive narrative explaining his vision for India’s leadership 

transition or his anxieties about centralized state power. He often warned against excessive centralization 

and spoke of decentralized village republics. However, the philosophical reconciliation between these 

ideals and the practicalities of a modern nation-state was never fully articulated in autobiographical 

form. 

In the absence of such articulation, succession narratives have become fertile ground for ideological 

reinterpretation. 

 

Partition and the Unwritten Emotional Archive: 

The years of communal violence preceding and following independence represent the most tragic 

chapter of the subcontinent’s modern history. Gandhi walked through riot-torn regions, fasted for peace, 

and attempted reconciliation between communities. Historians such as Yasmin Khan (2007) and Ayesha 

Jalal (1985) have analyzed the political mechanisms of Partition. But Gandhi’s sustained emotional 

reflection on this catastrophe is missing. 

Did he consider Partition a personal failure? Did he reinterpret non-violence under the pressure of mass 

hysteria? Did despair enter his spiritual framework? His speeches express sorrow, yet they lack the 

intimate confession that characterized his earlier autobiography. 

The absence of this emotional archive leaves later generations to speculate. Silence, in moments of 

collective trauma, becomes a site of projection. 

 

Brahmacharya and the Ethics of the Body: 

Gandhi’s experiments with brahmacharya in his later years have attracted intense scrutiny. Critics view 

them as ethically troubling; defenders contextualize them within his philosophy of self-discipline. The 

controversy persists partly because Gandhi did not extend his autobiographical mode of rigorous 

confession into these later experiments with equivalent depth. 

In his earlier writing, he analysed sexual desire with remarkable honesty. Had he applied the same 

narrative transparency to his later practices, interpretive clarity might have increased. Instead, fragments 

and recollections circulate without sustained self-explanation. 

The issue here is not moral judgment but narrative incompletion. When ethical experimentation lacks 

reflective documentation, controversy becomes amplified. 
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Gandhi, the Congress, and Postcolonial Anxiety: 

After independence, Gandhi distanced himself from formal power and envisioned transforming the 

Congress into a social service organization rather than a governing party. He warned against 

bureaucratic centralization and moral complacency. Yet he did not produce a comprehensive reflection 

on how his vision differed from the emerging parliamentary structure. 

Scholars such as Partha Chatterjee (1993) and Sudipta Kaviraj (2010) analyze the contradictions of 

postcolonial governance. Gandhi’s unwritten reflections on these transformations would have been 

invaluable. His silence leaves open questions regarding the relationship between ethical politics and 

institutional power. 

An unfinished autobiography thus becomes a constitutional ambiguity. 

 

The Making of Multiple Gandhis: 

After his assassination by Nathuram Godse, Gandhi was transformed into symbol. Political factions 

appropriated selective aspects of his life. In public culture, at least three Gandhis emerged: the saintly 

icon, the strategic nationalist, and the controversial moralist. 

What is often absent is the late introspective Gandhi—the questioning self that once analyzed his own 

failures. The Gandhi who subjected himself to moral cross-examination disappeared from narrative 

space precisely when historical complexity intensified. 

This transformation reflects a broader phenomenon: when a leader’s self-narration ceases, collective 

narration replaces it. 

 

Reconstructing the Unwritten Chapters: 

The task before historians is not to sanctify Gandhi nor to condemn him, but to reconstruct the unwritten 

chapters responsibly. Such reconstruction must draw from letters, speeches, debates, and contextual 

analysis. It must situate Gandhi in dialogue with Ambedkar, Nehru, Patel, and others, rather than 

isolating him as solitary conscience. 

 

Reconstruction is not completion; it is ethical interpretation. 

Unlike leaders such as Nelson Mandela, who shaped his own historical memory through extended 

memoir, Gandhi relinquished narrative control during his most decisive years. The consequences are 

visible in contemporary political discourse, where simplified invocations replace nuanced understanding. 

To conclude, incompleteness as National Responsibility. Gandhi’s unfinished autobiography symbolizes 

more than a halted literary project. It represents a profound silence at the heart of India’s transition from 

colony to nation. The first half of his life he narrated himself; the second half the nation narrates for him. 

Between these two halves lies interpretive struggle. To engage Gandhi seriously today requires 

acknowledging this incompleteness. His unwritten reflections on caste conflict, communal violence, 

leadership succession, constitutional imagination, and personal ethical experiment continue to shape 

debates precisely because they were never fully articulated in sustained autobiographical form. The 

absence is not merely Gandhi’s. It is ours. Reconstructing that silence through critical scholarship is not 

an act of devotion. It is an act of democratic maturity. Perhaps the unfinished autobiography does not 

diminish Gandhi. Instead, it challenges India to continue the experiment with truth—this time about him. 
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