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Translator’s note

In a chapter in his Autobiography (Part IV, Chapter XVIII) entitled “The Magic Spell of a Book”,
Gandhiji tells us how he read Ruskin’s Unto this Last on the twenty-four hours’ journey from Johan-
nesburg to Durban. “The train reached there in the evening. I could not get any sleep that night. I
determined to change my life in accordance with the ideals of the book. . . . I translated it later into
Gujarati, entitling it Sarvodaya.”

Sarvodaya is here re-translated into English, Ruskin’s winged words being retained as far as possi-
ble.

At the end of that chapter Gandhiji gives us a summary of the teachings of Unto This Last as he
understood it:

1. The good of the individual is contained in the good of all.

2. A lawyer’s work has the same value as the barber’s, as all have the same right of earning their
livelihood from their work.

3. A life of labour, i.e. the life of the tiller of the soil and the handicraftsman is the life worth living.

Nothing more need be said as regards the paraphrase of Ruskin’s four chapters, but Gandhiji’s
conclusion (pp. 41-44), written as it was in South Africa long before he returned to India in 1915, is
prophetic and fit to be treasured by India for all time to come. And the last paragraph of the booklet is
a pearl beyond price.

Valji Govindji Desai

4www.gandhimedia.org



To the reader

I would like to say to the diligent reader of my writings and to others who are interested in them
that I am not at all concerned with appearing to be consistent. In my search after Truth I have discarded
many ideas and learnt many new things. Old as I am in age, I have no feeling that I have ceased to grow
inwardly or that my growth will stop at the dissolution of the flesh. What I am concerned with is my
readiness to obey the call of Truth, my God, from moment to moment, and therefore, when anybody
finds any inconsistency between any two writings of mine, if he has still faith in my sanity, he would do
well to choose the later of the two on the same subject.

M. K. Gandhi
Harijan. 29-4-1933. p.2
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Introduction

People in the West generally hold that the whole duty of man is to promote the happiness if the
majority of mankind, and happiness is supposed to mean only physical happiness and economic pros-
perity. If the laws of morality city are broken in the conquest of this happiness, it does not matter very
much. Again, as the object sought to be attained is the happiness of the majority, Westerners do not
think there is any harm if this is secured by sacrificing a minority. The consequences of this line of
thinking are writ large on the face of Europe.

This exclusive search for physical and economic well-being prosecuted in disregard of morality is
contrary to divine law, as some wise men in the West have shown. One of these was John Ruskin who
contends in Unto This Last that men can be happy only if they obey the moral law.

We in India are very much given nowadays to an imitation of the West. It is necessary to imitate
the virtues of the West, but there is no doubt that Western standards are often bad, and every one will
agree that we should shun all evil things.

The Indians in South Africa are reduced to a sorry plight. We go abroad in order to make money,
and in trying to get rich quick, we lose sight of morality and forget that God will judge all our acts.
Self-interest absorbs our energies and paralyzes our power of discrimination between good and evil.
The result is that instead of gaining anything, we lose a great deal by staying in foreign countries; or
at least we fail to derive full benefit from it. Morality is an essential ingredient in all the faiths of the
world, but apart from religion, our commonsense indicates the necessity of observing the moral law.
Only by observing it can we hope to be happy, as Ruskin shows in the following pages.

Socrates in Plato’s Apology1 gives us some idea of our duty as men. And he was as good as his
word. I feel that Ruskin’s Unto This Last is an expansion of Socrates’ ideas; he tells us how men in
various walks of life should behave if they intend to translate these ideas into action. What follows is
not a translation of Unto This Last but a paraphrase, as a translation would not be particularly useful to
the readers of Indian Opinion. Even the title has not been translated but paraphrased as Sarvodaya [the
welfare of all], as that was what Rusking aimed at in writing this book.

1Gandhiji had published a summary of The Apology in Indian Opinion before Sarvodaya was written. V.G.D.
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I.

The Roots of Truth

Among the delusions which at different periods have afflicted mankind, perhaps the gretest —
certainly the least creditable — is modern economics based on the idea that an advantageous code of
action may be determined irrespectively of the influence of social affection.

Of course, as in the case of other delusions, political economy has a plausible idea at the root of it.
“The social affections,” says the economist, “are accidental and disturbing elements in human nature;
but avarice and the desire for progress are constant elements. Let us eliminate the inconstants, and
considering man merely as a money-making machine, examine by what laws of labour, purchase and
sale, the greatest amount of wealth can be accumulated. Those laws once determined, it will be for each
individual afterwards to introduce as much of the disturbing affectionate element as he chooses.”

This would be a logical method of analysis if the accidentals afterwards to be introduced were of
the same nature as the powers first examined. Supposing a body in motion to be influenced by constant
and inconstant forces, it is the simplest way of examining its course to trace it first under the persistent
conditions and afterwards introduce the causes of variation. But the disturbing elements in the social
problem are not of the same nature as the constant ones; they alter the essence of the creature under
examination the moment they are added. They operate not mathematically but chemically, introducing
conditions which render all our previous knowledge unavailable.

I do not doubt the conclusions of the science of its terms are accepted. I am simply uninterested in
them, as I should be in those of a science of gymnastics which assumed that men had no skeletons. It
might be shown on that supposition that it would be advantageous to roll the students up into pellets,
flatten them into cakes, or stretch them into cables; and that when these results were effected, the
reinsertion of the skeleton would be attended with various inconveniences to their constitution. The
reasoning might be admirable, the conclusions true, and the science deficient only in applicability.
Modern political economy stands on a precisely similar basis. It imagines that man has a body but no
soul to be taken into account and frames its laws accordingly. How can such laws possibly apply to man
in whom the soul is the predominant element?

Political economy is no science at all. We see how helpless it is when labourers go on a strike. The
masters take one view of the matter, the operatives another; and no political economy can set them at
one. Disputant after disputant vainly strives to show that the interests of the masters are not antagonistic
to those of the men. In fact it does not always follow that the persons must be antagonistic because their
interests are. If there is only a crust of bread in the house, and mother and children are starving, their
interests are not the same. If the mother eats it, the children want it; if the children eat it, the mother
must go hungry to her work. Yet it does not follow that there is antagonism between them, that they will
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UNTO THIS LAST

fight for the crust, and the mother, being strongest, will get it and eat it. Similarly it cannot be assumed
that because their interests are diverse, persons must regard one another with hostility and use violence
or cunning to obtain the advantage.

Even if we consider men as actuated by no other moral influences than those which affect rats or
swine, it can never be shown generally either that the interests of master and labourer are alike or that
they are opposed; for according to circumstances they may be either. It is indeed the interest of both
that the work should be rightly done and a just price obtained for it; but in the division of profits, the
gain of the one may or may not be the loss of the other. It is not the master’s interest to pay wages so
low as to leave the men sickly and depressed, nor the workman’s interest to be paid high wages if the
smallness of the master’s profit hinders him from conducting it in a safe and liberal way. A stoker ought
not to desire high pay if the company is too poor to keep the engine-wheels in repair.

All endeavour, therefore, to deduce rules of action from balance of expediency is in vain. And it
is meant to be in vain. For no human actions ever were intended by the Maker of men to be guided
by balances of expediency but by balances of justice. He has therefore rendered all endeavours to
determine expediency futile for evermore. No man can know what will be the ultimate result to himself
or others of any given line of conduct. But every man may know and most of us do know what is a
just and unjust act. And all of us may know also that the consequences of justice will be ultimately the
best possible, both to others and ourselves, though we can neither say what is best, or how it is likely to
come about.

I have meant in the term justice to include affection-such affection as one man owes to another. All
right relations between master and operative ultimately depend on this.

As an illustration let us consider the position of domestic servants.

We will suppose that the master of a household tries only to get as much work out of his servants as
he can, at the rate of wages he gives. He never allows them to be idle; feeds them as poorly and lodges
them as ill as they will endure. In doing this, there is no violation on his part of what is commonly
called “justice”. He agrees with the domestic for his whole time and service and takes them, the limits
of hardship in treatment being fixed by the practice of other masters in the neighbourhood. If the servant
can get a better place, he is free to take one.

This is the politico-economical view of the case according to the doctors of that science who assert
that by this procedure the greatest average of work will be obtained from the servant, and therefore the
greatest benefit to the community, and through the community, to the servant himself.

That however is not so. It would be so if the servant were an engine of which the motive power was
steam, magnetism or some such agent of calculable force. But on the contrary he is an engine whose
motive power is the Soul. Soul force enters into all the economist’s equations without his knowledge
and falsifies every one of their results.

The largest quantity of work will not be done by this curious engine for pay or under pressure. It
will be done when the motive force, that is to say, the will or spirit of the creature, is brought to its
greatest strength by its own proper fuel, namely by the affections.

It does happen often that if the master is a man of sense and energy, much material work may be
done under pressure; also it does happen often that if the master is indolent and weak, a small quantity
of work, and that bad, may be produced by his servant. But the universal law of the matter is that,
assuming any given quantity of energy and sense in master and servant, the greatest material result
obtainable by them will be not through antagonism to each other, but through affection for each other.

Nor is this one whit less generally true because indulgence will be frequently abused, and kind-
ness met with ingratitude. For the servant who, gently treated, is ungrateful, treated ungently, will be
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