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Abstract:The famous Russian writer Count Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) and India's Mohandas 
Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948) were the pioneers of peace in human history in the 19th and 20th 
centuries. This article will introduce us to two great minds, who lived in two different centuries but 
were similar in thought and mentality. Although the two great social reformers and thinkers lived in 
different geographical regions and had different cultures, traditions, religions, both shared common 
values, principles and doctrines. They preached non-violent resolution of conflicts between 
individuals, groups and nations. Both are also considered great humanitarians for their true service, 
who always raised their voice against the evils of nature and came forward without personal ambition 
for the salvation of the exploited, downtrodden and weak sections of society. Their main aim was to 
create a feeling among the people that they could change their own destiny. Although Gandhi 
considered himself a disciple of Tolstoy, they influenced each other equally. In this article, we have 
tried to show how Tolstoy's principles and ethics changed Gandhi's life and helped him become not 
just a great leader or freedom fighter, but the Father of the Nation and a Mahatma. Uncovering the 
great aspects of both their lives is still a mystery to us. 
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Introduction 

Leo Tolstoy, the renowned Russian novelist and philosopher, is widely regarded for his moral 
teachings and his advocacy for non-violence, which would eventually inspire one of the most 
influential leaders of the 20th century—Mahatma Gandhi. Tolstoy's ideas, particularly those 
on non-resistance to evil and the rejection of violence as a solution to societal issues, 
profoundly influenced Gandhi’s own philosophy and approach to political and social change. 
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This article explores the connection between Tolstoy's teachings and Gandhi's development 
of his doctrine of ahimsa (non-violence) and Satyagraha (the force of truth). By examining 
Tolstoy's writings and the ideological exchange between the two figures, we can gain a 
deeper understanding of how philosophical ideas transcend borders, motivating social 
movements and shaping history. 

Objectives 

 

1. To explore the key elements of Leo Tolstoy's philosophy of non-violence. 

2. To analyse the ways in which Tolstoy's ideas influenced Mahatma Gandhi’s views on non-
violence and civil disobedience. 

3. To examine the significance of Tolstoy’s writings, particularly The Kingdom of God Is 
Within You, in shaping Gandhi's understanding of moral and political resistance. 

4. To discuss the broader impact of Tolstoy's influence on the global non-violent resistance 
movements, as seen in Gandhi’s leadership. 

 

Methodology 

 

This article will adopt a qualitative approach, focusing on a critical analysis of primary and 
secondary sources. The following methods will be used: 

1. Literature Review: Analysing Tolstoy's works, especially The Kingdom of God Is Within 
You, and Gandhi’s autobiographies and letters. These will provide insights into the 
philosophical and personal exchanges between the two figures. 

2. Comparative Analysis: Drawing comparisons between Tolstoy’s teachings and Gandhi's 
subsequent development of non-violence and Satyagraha. This will involve examining the 
ideological similarities and differences in their approaches to peace and justice. 

3. Historical Contextualization: Investigating the political and social conditions during 
Tolstoy’s life and Gandhi's formative years in South Africa and India to understand how 
Tolstoy’s ideas were relevant to Gandhi’s struggles. 

I 

Leo Tolstoy’s non-violence philosophy was rooted in his Christian beliefs, emphasizing love, 
compassion, and the rejection of violence. His critique of institutionalized power and war is 
evident in works like War and Peace and The Kingdom of God Is Within You, where he 
argued that true Christian living meant rejecting revenge and resisting evil through peaceful 
means. Tolstoy’s moral stance on violence was not simply theoretical, but a practical guide to 
personal transformation and societal change. 



Leo Tolstoy: Gandhi's Inspiration for Non-Violence 
___________________________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________________________ 
Journal of Historical Studies and ResearchVolume 5, Number 1 (January- April,2025) 186 
|Page 

Mahatma Gandhi encountered Tolstoy’s writings during his time in South Africa and was 
profoundly influenced by the Russian author’s vision of peaceful resistance. Gandhi found in 
Tolstoy's critique of Western imperialism and his insistence on non-violence a moral 
framework that resonated with his own desire to lead India to independence without resorting 
to violence. Gandhi adopted the principle of ahimsa (non-violence) as a core element of his 
philosophy and political activism. He was also influenced by Tolstoy's belief in the power of 
love and truth to challenge oppressive systems. 
The article will examine how Gandhi transformed Tolstoy’s theoretical advocacy for non-
violence into a practical method for social and political change, exemplified in the concept of 
Satyagraha. Gandhi developed Satyagraha as a form of non-violent resistance to British 
colonial rule, drawing heavily on Tolstoy’s rejection of violence and his emphasis on 
individual moral responsibility. 
Finally, the discussion will extend to the broader legacy of Tolstoy's influence, highlighting 
how the marriage of his philosophical principles with Gandhi's activism set the stage for 
future non-violent movements worldwide, including the Civil Rights Movement in the United 
States and the anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa. The article will conclude by reflecting 
on the continuing relevance of Tolstoy and Gandhi’s shared commitment to non-violence in 
contemporary social justice efforts. 
Russian writer Tolstoy was born in the Tula province of Russia. He was the fourth child in the 
family. His parents died when he was a child and he was raised by his relatives. He was 
famous for writing novels, short stories, and essays. The acclaimed novels of this world-
famous writer are ‘War and Peace’, ‘Anna Karenina’, ‘Ivan Ilyich’ etc. He joined the Crimean 
War in 1855. He became the world's best writer from a soldier. He wanted to explain the 
purpose of life to people. He wanted to awaken the sense of life, morality, and humanity in 
people. 
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi is the most influential figure in the history of world politics. 
He was also known as the Father of the Nation or Mahatma. An outstanding leader, social 
worker, reformer, philosopher and a writer, who fought fearlessly till his last breath. He 
fought till death to break the chains of slavery and bring out the Indians. He always fought 
against inequality, injustice, lies, cruelty, conservatism, discrimination and racism. 
He is considered as a world leader of all time for his teachings and doctrines such as 
Satyagraha, Brahmacharya, pacifism, equality of all, patriotism, honesty, wisdom, 
selflessness, sacrifice, morality, moderation and his teachings and doctrines. His teachings 
and views were not only relevant in his time, which are still influencing the lives of millions 
of people around the world. For example, Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, Albert 
Einstein, Rabindranath Tagore, Mother Teresa and others who themselves changed the lives 
of millions of people through their true service to humanity. The greatest world figure like 
them was Mahatma Gandhi. 
Famous social and political figures like Barack Obama, Aung San Suu Kyi, Dalai Lama, 
Steve Jobs, Medha Patekar and Nobel Peace Prize winner Kailash Satyarthi and many others 
have acknowledged the importance of Gandhian principles. They have revealed how they 
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were influenced by Gandhi in changing their lives. By adopting Gandhi's teachings and 
ideals, they played an important role in influencing the society and became successful. 
The question arises, if Gandhi has inspired so many people, people are praising and 
respecting him a lot, then who inspired him to become that great world leader, a freedom 
fighter? In response to this question, the Father of the Nation, Mahatma Gandhi, repeatedly 
acknowledged that literary figures like Jesus Christ, John Ruskin, Henry David Thoreau and 
Leo Tolstoy were important guides in his life. According to him, these were the people whose 
ideology and creations inspired him the most. They were the main inspirations that guided 
him to fight against all evil and to seek and overcome all obstacles in the struggle for India's 
independence. 
Although, all the above-mentioned personalities and writers influenced Gandhi in their own 
way, it was the writings, teachings and lifestyle of Leo Tolstoy that inspired the young 
freedom fighter the most, as Gandhi admitted in his autobiography. This idea began in his 
mind when Gandhi read a copy of the letter ‘A Letter to A Hindu’. Gandhi was so amazed by 
the letter that he could not stop himself from writing to Tolstoy and sought permission to 
publish his letter in his weekly magazine ‘Indian Opinion’ in South Africa. The 
correspondence between Gandhi and Tolstoy lasted only a year, from October 1909 until 
Tolstoy’s death in November 1910. But it had a lasting and profound impact on Gandhi. 
Gandhi had read several books by Tolstoy long before reading his letters. Based on Tolstoy’s 
concept of ‘non-violent resistance’, Gandhi adopted ‘non-violence’ as the most effective 
weapon of his life, which was his main mantra in the Indian freedom movement. 
After reading Tolstoy's novel 'The Kingdom of God is Within You' in 1894, Gandhi shared his 
experience of how this book changed his heart's insight and gave him a new perspective to 
understand the true meaning of life. Love and humanity took on new meaning in Gandhi's 
life. Gandhi read this book after facing racial humiliation in South Africa. The book 
introduced the young lawyer to the concept of non-violence, or Satyagraha, for the first time. 
The book taught Gandhi how to fearlessly confront any form of violence. It also taught him 
the significance and necessity of applying the concept of non-violent resistance in a person's 
life. After reading this book, he said, 'I began to realize more and more the infinite 
possibilities of universal love.' 
In 1907, Gandhi practiced 'Satyagraha' for the first time in South Africa to oppose the 
apartheid laws. This movement achieved significant success by putting pressure on the 
British. This was the first test and success of his Satyagraha. Gandhi returned to India and 
practiced the same principles. Gandhi arrived in London from South Africa on July 10, 1909, 
and remained there until November 13, 1909. On July 2, 1909, Madanlal Dhingra 
assassinated Sir Curzon Wylie. In London, Gandhi met many Indians who advocated 
nonviolent resistance as the only way to achieve Indian independence. He then received a 
copy of Tolstoy's 'Letter to a Hindu'. This book was written in response to a letter from Tarak 
Nath Das, an Indian advocate of nonviolent methods. In this letter, Tolstoy explained why the 
mantra of nonviolent resistance was the only solution for Indians to become independent. 
Tolstoy's doctrine of non-violence not only influenced Gandhi, but his other beliefs and ideals 
such as sacrifice, personal wealth, celibacy, taking up the habit of manual labour, fasting, 
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vegetarianism also attracted Gandhi's attention. Since Tolstoy always preached that, 
'Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself'. So, despite 
coming from a noble family, Count Tolstoy first adopted all these principles in his life. Living 
a celibate life, rejecting luxury, working on farms and wearing peasant clothes. 
Following in Tolstoy's footsteps, later Gandhi also started living a celibate life. Influenced by 
Tolstoy and wanting to have purity in his thoughts, words and actions, Gandhi decided to 
follow the idea of celibacy. He adopted the ideal of celibacy i.e. chastity and sexual 
abstinence in 1906. Tolstoy's idea of simplicity in life had a lasting impact on Gandhi. He 
stopped dressing like the English and wore a simple dhoti and shawl in support of the 
Swadeshi movement. He boycotted all British clothes and goods. His main objective was to 
revive Indian industry and improve economic conditions. 
Apart from being Tolstoy's greatest follower, Gandhi adopted the principles of vegetarianism 
and sacrificed private property to empower the exploited and weak sections of society. 
Tolstoy's doctrine of manual labour also caught Gandhi's attention, which prompted him to 
devote himself to farming to provide food for the exploited Indian refugees in South Africa. 
The greatness of Tolstoy's influence can be judged from the fact that Gandhi named his 
second ashram, 'Tolstoy Colony' or 'Tolstoy Farm' in South Africa after Tolstoy. Gandhi spent 
most of his time working hand-in-hand with the people living at Tolstoy Farm. One of the 
main objectives of establishing the farm was to create a sense of brotherhood among the 
satyagrahis and to liberate them. 
Tolstoy's model of education also deeply influenced Gandhi. Working on Tolstoy's model of 
education, he founded a school on his private estate "Yasnaya Polyana" to provide free 
education to the children of peasants and serfs. Gandhi also established a similar school at his 
ashram "Tolstoy Farm" for the children of satyagrahis, who were fighting against racial and 
unjust discrimination against Indians. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Mahatma Gandhi learned a lot from Tolstoy. Gandhi adopted Tolstoy's ideas and principles in 
the Indian independence movement and achieved significant success. For example, Gandhi 
borrowed the idea of non-violent non-cooperation from Tolstoy. An Indian journalist, A. 
Ramasheshan, responded to a request from Tolstoy to express his views on the current British 
Raj and found his words encouraging against the brutal and corrupt British rule. Despite 
facing several physical attacks, discrimination and humiliating experiences, Gandhi never 
stopped. Gandhi always called himself a disciple of Tolstoy. He expressed his opinion about 
Tolstoy thus, "To him, Tolstoy was a sage, a revolutionary thinker. He was greatly influenced 
by Tolstoy's spiritual understanding as well as his thoughts on social and economic matters". 
Following most of Tolstoy's ideals, Gandhi was able to reach out to all sections of the society 
of his time. His teachings and principles still reach every person in the world even in this 
generation. Impressed by Gandhi's life and all his sacrifices, his true and loyal service to the 
nation, the famous Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore bestowed the title of "Mahatma" on 
Gandhi in 1915. From then on, people started addressing him by this name. Gandhi possessed 
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all the qualities that a person should have to be a Mahatma, and he acquired most of them 
from Leo Tolstoy. Therefore, we can firmly say that Tolstoy's principles and beliefs 
contributed a lot in transforming Mohandas Gandhi into Mahatma Gandhi. 
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