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ahatma Gandhi – an independent thinker
of contemporary India – looked at many
ideas including the use of tobacco. He
once stated that “it is health that is real wealth and not
pieces of gold and silver” for any individual. Two of the
Mahatma’s books, Key to Health and My Early Life, are
the prominent writings which significantly shed light
on the importance of his ideas on health and tobacco.
Gandhi himself indulged in the use of tobacco in
his early days, but soon got familiar with its harmful
health effects, leading to his transition as a major
anti-tobacco crusader. He was concerned with both
smoke and smokeless tobacco use and its adverse
impact on health. He once stated,“I can certainly say
that I am not aware of a single advantage occurring
from the use of tobacco.”
Earlier, in the general populace, smoking was
limited and mainly confined to private buildings.
But under the influence of the British, it became
wide spread in consumption at public places. People
used tobacco in the form of smoking, snuffing and
chewing. Some believed that snuff had a beneficial
effect, and they used it under the advice of vaidyas
and hakims. Gandhi believed that it was neither
necessary nor beneficial for human consumption.
Among all the three forms in which tobacco was used
in India, chewing tobacco was the dirtiest, Gandhi
said. He quite often refers to a popular saying in
Gujarati, which says, “all the three are equally guilty:

the smoker fills his house with smoke, the chewer
dirties every corner and spoils his clothes.”
Gandhi discussed the various ill effects of
tobacco on human health including lung diseases,
impaired eye-sight, digestion-related problems
and poor cognitive ability. He was of the opinion
that tobacco adversely affects one’s consciousness,
and leads to a habit, which is difficult to get rid of,
thereby considered as an expensive vice. He further
mentioned that the use of tobacco use fouls the
breath, spoils the teeth and also causes cancer.
Unfortunately, during the Gandhian era, certain
manufacturing companies started selling cigarettes
bearing the name of ‘Mahatma Gandhi’ in spite of
his opposing the tobacco use. In his response to a
correspondence made in 1921, he stated “of all the
abuses to which my name has been put, I know
nothing so humiliating to me as the deliberate
association of my name with cigarettes.” He revealed
that no one had received his permission to associate
his name with any tobacco product. It shows how
much he opposed tobacco use.
Gandhi was not merely concerned about the
tobacco users but raised his voice against secondhand smoke faced by non-smokers. He was of the
opinion that tobacco users are careless of others’
choices. He noted that non-tobacco users generally
cannot bear the smell of tobacco, but one often
comes across people in public places who do smoke.
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Mahatma Gandhi, accompanied by Dr. Sushila Nayyar, visits CIPLA (Chemical Industrial and Pharmaceutical Laboratory),
Bombay, July 4, 1939.
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Both smoke and smokeless tobacco cause salivation
and most smokers have no hesitation in spitting
anywhere, which causes great amount of discomfort
to non-tobacco users.
ICMR's initiatives in fight against Tobacco
•

•

•

WHO FCTC Global Knowledge Hub on
Smokeless Tobacco: NICPR
Published book, Global smokeless Tobacco
Control Policies and their implementation
Website, “India against Cancer” for cancer
awareness
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ongoing efforts of the governments and civil society
organizations can use the thoughts and directions of
the Mahatma’s philosophy for anti-tobacco activism.
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Mahatma Gandhi planting a tree in the garden of Kingsley Hall, London, December 3, 1931.

