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There is strong textual evidence to suggest that M. K. Gandhi’s notion of
Hinduism, his specific view of Christianity, and his general belief that all
religions refer to the same truth were shaped by esotericism, namely the
Theosophical Society and the Esoteric Christian Union. The article
presents the respective sources, discusses their plausibility, and puts
these findings into perspective. This perspective is provided by a global
history approach, which holds that the religious concepts in play since
the nineteenth century were already products of global “entangled his-
tories.” Furthermore, it is argued that the impact of esotericism on
global religious history, from the nineteenth century to early twentieth,
needs to be investigated with more academic rigor.

WITHOUT DOUBT, one of the most remarkable political personalities
of the twentieth century was Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948),
better known under the name Mahatma Gandhi. He was the charismatic
leader of the Indian independence struggle against British colonialism, and
one of the founders of so-called nonviolent resistance. He is also widely
known for his tolerant views on religion, though the intellectual sources of
this tolerance are still a matter of debate. In order to provide a framework
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for a systematic interpretation and contextualization of Gandhi’s religious
views, this article argues for a global history approach.

GANDHTI’S RELIGIOUS VIEWS

Gandhi was born in what is now Gujarat, North India, in 1869. From
1888 to 1891, he studied law in London in order to train as a barrister.
After a short Indian intermezzo, working as a lawyer in Bombay and
Rajkot, he went to South Africa. He remained there from 1893 to 1914
and organized the civil rights struggle of the Indian minority. After
returning to India in 1915, he became the leader of the national liberation
movement against British colonial power, which succeeded in attaining
Indian independence in 1947. He was assassinated in 1948.

To a great extent, Gandhi’s political engagement was defined reli-
giously. In his thought and action, political and religious ideas were inex-
tricably intermingled (Fox 1989; van der Veer 1994: 86-99; Aloysius
1997: 107-213; Jordens 1970, 1998; Tidrick 2006; Lelyveld 2012: 170-
196). Of particular note was his positive attitude toward other religions,
especially Christianity (Chatterjee 1983; Ellsberg 1991; Moniz 1996). For
one who described himself explicitly as a Hindu, his works and state-
ments provide numerous affirmative references to Christian thinking,
especially to Jesus Christ and the Sermon on the Mount. He insisted that
all religions point toward the same truth.

The question concerning the historical roots of Gandhi’s particular
stance on religion has been raised repeatedly, but no conclusive answer
has been given. A political or general historical interest has characterized
the writing of most works on Gandhi, and these have failed to focus on
his religious positions. In cases where religion has been referred to explic-
itly, two kinds of interpretation are evident. The first focuses on Gandhi’s
own stated view. He maintained that his tolerant attitude toward other
religions could be traced to his “Hindu instinct” or, more generally, to the
philosophical principles of Hinduism:

My Hindu instinct tells me that all religions are more or less true.
(Gandhi 1999: 28.56 [1924])

The Hindu system of philosophy regards all religions as containing the
elements of truth in them and enjoins an attitude of respect and rever-
ence towards them all. (Gandhi 1999: 42.459 [1928])

His view found support in the indological debate about “Indian inclusiv-
ism,” a debate that has continued until recently (Oberhammer 1983;
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Halbfass 1990: 403-418). The notion of an Indian inclusivism was
further reinforced by its reception in Christian theology. Friedrich Heiler
described “boundless syncretism” and “worldwide tolerance” as the “fun-
damental features of the Hindu religion” (Heiler 1926: 40). He inter-
preted Gandhi’s appreciation of Christianity and equating of religions as
a typical characteristic of Hindu religiosity. Many other liberal Christians
shared this perspective.

The second interpretation, of more recent origin, is based on a claim
made by Kathryn Tidrick (2006) that views Gandhi as a representative of
western esotericism. Gandhi’s religious ideas, “though clothed in Hindu ter-
minology, were not Hindu in origin. They owed their existence to Gandhi’s
precipitation in his youth into the atmosphere of experimentation with eso-
teric and occult forms of religion which flourished in the London of the
1880s” (Tidrick 2006: xi). Tidrick argues that Gandhi’s religious views can
be traced back to esotericism and, more specifically, to his encounters with
the Theosophical Society and the Esoteric Christian Union (2006: 45-46).
This assertion, though, has not been the subject of serious debate. She does
not explain what the broader consequences of her findings would be for any
assessment of Gandhi’s view of religion.

These two ways of interpreting the emergence of Gandhi’s religious
views, then, are far apart in their appraisals. Gandhi is seen either as a
tolerant Hindu inclusivist, dependent on his “Hindu instincts,” or as a
western esotericist, drawing on its particular concept of religious truth.

It is surprising, given that Gandhi is one of the most written-about
historical figures, that the debate on the roots of his religious views
remains inconclusive. The criteria required to assess the historical influ-
ence on his religious formation are not clearly worked out. A “Hindu
instinct” cannot, from a historical perspective, be presumed as a given.
It requires a proper historical grounding, which, in relation to Gandhi,
has not been adequately provided. On the other hand, positing western
esotericism as the unique and decisive source contradicts Gandhi’s self-
understanding and neglects other possible influences from India, and
perhaps also from Europe and North America.

Current debates in religious studies could be helpful in formulating a
comprehensive and balanced approach to overcome the impasse. Two
insights from these debates are of particular importance and can be applied
to Gandhi’s case. First, the understanding that crucial concepts in his
thinking, like “religion,” “Christianity,” and “Hinduism,” are not essential
and fixed ideas, but contingent and changing historical phenomena. They
are products of the religious history of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries that was firmly shaped by the colonial enterprise, which wit-
nessed a global and multidirectional flow of concepts. In light of this, the
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narrative of Gandhi’s religious views has to be re-centered away from a psy-
chological-biographical perspective toward a more discursive approach, in
which his intellectual genealogy is described in relation to the general
global discourse on religion. Second, religious studies has shown that the
modern notion of nineteenth-century esotericism as an arena of “cranks”
and “comically vainglorious spiritualists” (Tidrick 2006: xiv, 33) can easily
conceal the tremendous influence it had at the time.

In what follows, I elaborate on these two points to formulate criteria
for establishing the genealogy of Gandhi’s religious views. It will be
shown how this can help to shed new light on the sources Gandhi used
for his views on religion.

THE GLOBAL RELIGIOUS HISTORY OF THE NINETEENTH
AND EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES

The study of the nineteenth century is being shaped, increasingly, by a
global history approach (Bayly 2004). This approach has three aspects. First,
it agrees with the central insight of Edward Said’s Orientalism (Said 1979),
which claims that nineteenth-century colonialism forced “western” knowl-
edge upon colonized cultures and societies. Said did not discuss the role of
the colonized within a colonial power discourse, but this became the
primary focus of postcolonial studies (Young 2001), which forms the second
aspect of a global history approach. Though postcolonialism also assumes
that the colonized subjects were subjugated to “western” knowledge, it shifts
the empbhasis to the concrete appropriation of this knowledge by the colon-
ized. It shows that colonial discourses are anything but monolithic or
uniform. They possess a considerable dynamic, a substantial potential for
transformation, and they can, in their fragility, at the same time articulate
opposition (Bhabha 1994; Spivak 1994). Hence, postcolonialism is interested
in the full breadth of articulation of the colonized and their constant resigni-
fication of “western” knowledge. Third, because the process was multidirec-
tional, the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries should be understood as
consisting of “entangled histories,” in which “the related entities are them-
selves in part a product of their entanglement” (Conrad and Randeria 2002:
17). Due to its entanglement with the colonies, Europe did not experience
an autonomous history; rather, the formation of its identity was entangled
with the colonized. The crucial point is that concepts like “religion” in the
modern sense, and “Hinduism” and “Christianity” as representations of
“religion,” emerged as part of a global religious history in the nineteenth
century. They were the products of multidirectional discourses and entangled
relationships on a global scale (Bayly 2004; Beyer 2006; Osterhammel 2009).
In this process, “East” and “West” became detached from their geographical
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denotation and were used as metaphors that were invested with meanings
well beyond the spatial. As a result, western knowledge, as a de-spatialized
marker in regional identity formation, could be simultaneously propagated
by the colonizer and received by the colonized as a “universal knowledge”
(Chakrabarty 2000). There were, therefore, no prior, fixed European con-
cepts that Gandhi related to. Gandhi’s views were themselves part of a global
and entangled process of negotiation that shaped these concepts.

Today’s understanding of religion did not develop before the middle of
the nineteenth century. According to current research, the period provided
a new context for our modern understanding of religion, which came about
through the challenges presented by the fast emerging natural sciences, the
discovery of religious history, and globalization as a central aspect of coloni-
alism. This newly articulated concept of religion was itself a product of
global entanglement (Bergunder 2014).

Connected to the birth of modern “religion” were great changes
within Christianity. The nineteenth century was not an easy time for
Christian theology. A central challenge was presented by the idea of reli-
gious pluralism, which led to the historical relativization of Christianity
(Kippenberg 2002). A result of this was the birth of a liberal Protestant
theology that defined Christianity, first and foremost, as a “religion,”
which was a new and unorthodox notion (Wagner 1991).

The transformation was even more obvious in the case of Hinduism.
India, in the nineteenth century, was comprehensively changed through
British colonialism (Dirks 2001; van der Veer 2001; Masuzawa 2005;
Pennington 2005). Colonial rule led to a fundamental reinterpretation of
the Indian religious landscape. The modern concept of “Hinduism” as a
coherent entity, and the self-understanding of Hinduism as a “religion,”
emerged as probably the most important result of the colonial period
(Bloch et al. 2010). Central to this was the development of a conceptual
antithesis between “West” and “East.” “Hinduism” became a “mystical,”
“eastern” religion, with Advaita Vedanta as its central philosophy (King
1999) and the Bhagavad Gita as its most important scripture (Sharpe
1985; Bergunder 2006).

Any genealogy of Gandhi’s religious views, then, cannot be based on
a supposed dependency on fixed traditional concepts, be they European
or Indian, but has to take into consideration the global discourse on reli-
gion that Gandhi was obviously a part of.

ESOTERICISM

A global history approach is also relevant for the conceptualizing of
esotericism. Research on theosophy has long been neglected, but this has
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slowly changed in recent decades and the academic study of “Western
Esotericism” has become an established field of scholarly investigation
(Hanegraaff 2012). It considers modern theosophy “the most influential
esoteric movement of the nineteenth century . . . that created essential
foundations for much of twentieth-century esotericism” (Hanegraaff 2013:
130-131). However, understanding modern theosophy as part of “Western
Esotericism” is not without problems. The concept of “Western
Esotericism” is highly controversial. Esoteric studies continue to struggle to
provide a convincing theoretical justification of its subject matter, the
reasons for which I have discussed elsewhere (Bergunder 2010). With
regard to Gandhi and theosophy;, it is the Eurocentric notion of “western”
in “Western Esotericism” that calls for special attention. The adjective
“western” was added to esotericism in order to avoid an essentialist under-
standing that could be universally and comparatively applied to all cultures
and eras (von Stuckrad 2004; Faivre 2006). Limiting it to the West, a spe-
cific geographical region, was viewed as a successful retreat from essential-
ism, but it ignores the insights of a global history approach. Wouter
J. Hanegraaff, the leading scholar in the field, characterizes esotericism “as
an inherently Western domain of research” (2013: 15). In his opinion, eso-
tericism refers to the “Renaissance narrative of ancient wisdom” and its
many different receptions in the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries, which
went into decline during the Enlightenment era of the eighteenth century
but was rediscovered by “German romanticism” in the early nineteenth
century and has persisted up to the present (Hanegraaff 2012, 2013).
Hanegraaff considers the eighteenth century a watershed, but assumes a
general continuity starting from the early nineteenth century onwards
(2013: 5-10). He acknowledges an “expanding horizon of religion” in the
nineteenth century, with the adoption and integration of “terms and con-
cepts from Indian religions that had never been a part of Western esoteri-
cism before” (Hanegraaff 2013: 130). Yet he views this as the invention of a
purely western “Orientalist imagination,” in which “Western audiences
defined their own identity with implicit or explicit reference to the
‘Otherness’ of the East” (Hanegraaff 2013: 130). His approach leaves no
room for a global history understanding of esotericism from the nineteenth
century on. Western Esotericism remains a profoundly “western” product,
with an entirely “western” history and audience.

As a result, modern theosophy, understood as a constitutive part of
“Western Esotericism,” is studied as a purely western movement (Godwin
1994; Owen 2004; Hammer and Rothstein 2013; Lavoie 2013), with rare
exceptions (van der Veer 2001). This approach needs to be reconsidered,
because the historical evidence favors a more global perspective. The
history of the Theosophical Society, the main contemporary exponent of
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modern theosophy, makes this immediately clear. It was founded in 1875
in New York on the initiative of the German-Russian Helena Petrovna
Blavatsky (1831-91) and the American Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907).
The Theosophical Society directly addressed the challenges presented by
the discourse on religion at the time. The Society called for the establish-
ment of a universal, multireligious brotherhood of humanity, in which the
comparative study of the “religions of the world” would be advanced. It
was anticipated that this comparison of religions would lead to a disclosure
of a primeval religion or “primeval wisdom”—with primeval wisdom
understood in the sense of a hermetical philosophia perennis. As a conse-
quence of this program, theosophy explicitly integrated Hindu and
Buddhist ideas into its system. In 1882, as an outward expression of its
interest in Hinduism and Buddhism, the Theosophical Society relocated its
headquarters to Adyar, a locality of Madras (Chennai) in South India.
Under Annie Besant (1847-1933), the successor of Blavatsky and Olcott,
this commitment in India continued. Besant played an important role in
the struggle for Indian independence during the first decades of the twenti-
eth century (Bevir 1998). Theosophy became quite popular among certain
educated classes in Europe, North America, India, and Ceylon. Around
1900, it was more than a fringe or marginalized movement, though its pop-
ularity at the time is frequently undervalued or ignored today. In colonial
India, members of the new English-orientated, educated classes became
theosophists, and theosophy had a deep impact on Hindu reform move-
ments in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Likewise, it shaped
Singhalese reform Buddhism (McMahan 2009). This Indian and
Singhalese appropriation effected a change in the character of theosophy in
Europe and North America. Theosophy, thus, provides an outstanding
example of the complex entanglements of the global religious history of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Gandhi’s involvement with theo-
sophy has to be understood in this context.

GANDHI AND THEOSOPHY

As Gandhi turned eighteen years of age, he arrived in London and
soon came into contact with theosophists. His relationship to the
Theosophical Society has been referred to repeatedly in academic research.
It is possible to reconstruct intensive contacts with the English theosophists
and their writings (Hunt 1993: 28-36; Tidrick 2006). It is less well known
that he continued these contacts, in various ways, during his time in South
Africa (Hunt 1983, 1986: 4-8; Tidrick 2006). In 1907, he still had a picture
of Annie Besant hanging in his lawyer’s office (Doke 1956: 8). At some
point between 1899 and 1911, however, Gandhi explicitly broke off from
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the Theosophical Society as an institution (Muthanna 1986: 95-96;
Cyranka 2013). A major obstacle in determining the exact impact of theo-
sophy on him is the limited sources available. He destroyed some of his
correspondence with theosophists and, in later writings, consciously played
down the role of theosophy in his early days (Cyranka 2013).

The extant sources are carefully reviewed in the works of Hunt (1983,
1986, 1993) and Tidrick (2006). What is lacking is a convincing narrative
for their interpretation and for understanding their impact on Gandhi.
The following discussion will focus on three central topics: Hinduism,
Christianity, and religion. In each case, it will be asked if any direct influence
from theosophy on Gandhi’s views about these topics can be philologically
traced. Then, it will be asked if these views could have been influenced by
the Indian context. Were there influences from his early childhood and
youth in Gujarat? What about his time in Bombay and Rajkot, between
1891 and 1893, when he was in close contact with Jain reformers? Did he
know anything about other Hindu reform movements? Last, the issue of
global “entanglement” will be raised in relation to the topics.

Hinduism

In his autobiography, Gandhi used the word “Hinduism” for the first
time when he portrayed how theosophy had stimulated him toward a
deeper reflection on his own tradition. He wrote:

I recall having read, at the brothers’ [Bertram and Archibald Keightley]
instance, Madame Blavatsky’s Key to Theosophy. This book stimulated in
me the desire to read books on Hinduism, and disabused me of the
notion fostered by the missionaries that Hinduism was rife with supersti-
tion. (1999: 44.143)

This suggests that Gandhi became aware of the concept of Hinduism and
associated notions of inclusivism through theosophy. As late as 1946, in
an interview with Louis Fischer, Gandhi said: “Theosophy is the teaching
of Madame Blavatsky. It is Hinduism at its best” (Fischer 1990: 559).

In accordance with the orientalist notion, theosophy considered
Advaita Vedanta to be the core and central philosophy of Hinduism. In the
Key to Theosophy, Gandhi would have read that the “Aryan philosophy” is
“fully represented only by the [Advaita] Vedantins, and the Buddhist
system” (Blavatsky 1889: 43-44). In The Secret Doctrine, Blavatsky had
already written about Advaita Vedanta as the pure philosophy, the philoso-
phia perennis (Blavatsky 1979: 1.55, 1.522). Accordingly, Gandhi identified
himself as a “follower of the Advaita doctrine” (1999: 60.126, see also




































