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Abstract

Autobiography is a special form of writing in which a person tells their own life story. It mixes
real events with personal thoughts, feelings and reflections. This research paper explores
autobiography in English literature and examines Mahatma Gandhi’s famous work The Story of
My Experiments with Truth. The paper discusses why scholars study autobiographies, the main
research methods used and how Gandhi’s book offers deep lessons on truth, self-improvement and
non-violence. Written in simple language, it shows how Gandhi’s honest storytelling continues to
inspire readers.
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1. Introduction: What is Autobiography?

Autobiography is a genre where the writer narrates their own life. Unlike a biography written by
someone else, an autobiography gives direct access to the author’s mind, memories and emotions.
It is not just a list of dates and events; it blends facts with personal interpretation.

Early examples include Saint Augustine’s Confessions (fourth century), which focuses on spiritual
growth and Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography, which stresses self-improvement. In modern
times, Mahatma Gandhi’s The Story of My Experiments with Truth stands out because it highlights
moral and ethical experiments rather than mere success.

Researchers in English literature study autobiographies to understand themes like identity,
memory and the influence of society on personal stories. Writers often select or reshape memories

to present a certain image of themselves, making these texts rich for analysis.
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2. Why Study Autobiography in English Literature?

Studying autobiography helps us see how people construct their “self” through writing. These texts
are personal and often mix truth with the writer’s point of view, which makes them interesting for
research.

Autobiographies provide ready-made data for qualitative studies. They offer deep insights into
human experiences without the need for new interviews. Scholars use them to build theories about
identity, culture and social issues through methods like grounded theory where patterns emerge
naturally from the text.

3. Main Research Methods in Autobiography Studies

Several methods are used to study autobiographies:

- Close Reading and Textual Analysis: Researchers examine language, structure and style.
They look at how first-person narration builds trust or shows inner struggles.

- Narrative Theory: The autobiography is treated as a story with plot, characters and themes.
Scholars study how time moves straight or jJumping back and forth and how memory shapes
the narrative.

- Biographical Criticism: This compares the text with historical records, letters, or diaries to
check accuracy. It also notes that writers may exaggerate or omit details.

- Historical and Contextual Approaches: These place the work in its time period, looking at
influences like wars, colonialism, or social changes.

- Feminist, Postcolonial and Psychoanalytic Criticism: These examine gender roles, power
structures, cultural identity and hidden emotions.

Advanced methods include studying visual elements (like photos in graphic memoirs), digital life
writing (social media posts) and ethical practices such as respecting privacy. Researchers often use
triangulation cross-checking with other documents to get a fuller picture. Memory is seen as
dynamic, not fixed and narratives connect personal stories to larger social contexts.

4. Overview of The Story of My Experiments with Truth

Mahatma Gandhi wrote his autobiography in Gujarati and it was later translated into English by

Mahadev Desai. The English version feels very close to Gandhi’s own voice and was revised by
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him. The book covers his life from childhood up to the launch of the Non-Cooperation Movement

in 1920. Gandhi stopped at this point because later events were already well known to the public.

Key parts of the book include:

Early Life and England: Gandhi takes strict pledges (no alcohol, meat, or other women) to
honor his mother’s wishes. He studies law in England and returns to India as a barrister.
South Africa (Part Two): He faces racism when thrown off a train. This experience leads
him to fight injustice through non-violent means. He starts the Natal Indian Congress and
deepens his religious studies.

Spiritual Growth (Part Three and Four): Gandhi takes the vow of brahmacharya (celibacy)
after having four children. He serves in wars with an Indian ambulance corps, experiments
with diet (fruits, nuts, later goat’s milk) and continues legal and public work. He views
celibacy as a way to gain purity and strength for his search for truth.

Peak Political Years (Part Five): Gandhi establishes the Satyagraha Ashram, supports
peasants in Champaran, opposes the Rowlatt Act and leads the Non-Cooperation
Movement. He also edits newspapers and promotes non-violence even when people turn

violent.

Throughout the book, Gandhi openly shares his mistakes and inner conflicts. For example, he feels

guilty about drinking goat’s milk because it went against the spirit of his vow to his mother, even

though it did not break the exact words.

5. Special Features of Gandhi’s Autobiography

Gandhi’s book is different from Western autobiographies like George Santayana’s memoirs. As

Louis Fischer noted, Santayana tried to reconstruct a life and an era as an artist, while Gandhi, the

reformer, focused on self-examination for the benefit of others. Gandhi wrote not to show how

great he was, but to share his “experiments with truth” and Satyagraha.

He was very frank about his faults. In the introduction, he mentions a friend who warned him that

writing an autobiography might mislead people if he later changed his views. Gandhi still chose

to write because he believed in total honesty.
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The book shows Gandhi’s love for humanity, practical wisdom and prophetic thinking. A reading
of John Ruskin’s Unto This Last deeply influenced him, teaching that the good of all includes the
right to earn and the dignity of labour. Nehru praised Gandhi as “a powerful current of fresh air”
that awakened the Indian people.
6. Value and Lessons for Readers
Gandhi’s autobiography remains important for several reasons:
- It teaches self-discipline, truth-seeking and non-violence.
- It shows how personal growth connects to public service.
- It helps Indians understand their national history and the making of the “Father of the
Nation.”
- As atext in English literature, it demonstrates how autobiography can serve both literary
and moral purposes.
The book continues to influence Indian writing in English and inspires people worldwide to
examine their own lives honestly.
Conclusion
Autobiography is a powerful genre that lets readers enter the writer’s inner world. Through careful
research methods textual analysis, historical context and narrative study scholars uncover rich
layers of meaning. Mahatma Gandhi’s The Story of My Experiments with Truth is a shining
example. It is not just the story of one man but a guide for moral living and social change. By
reading and studying it, we learn how one person’s honest experiments with truth can light the
way for an entire nation and beyond. This research shows that autobiographies are more than
personal records they are living documents that connect individual lives to society, culture and
universal human values.
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