
Chapter 1

The Gandhian Perspective on Development

Adi H. Doctor

Mahatma Gandhi—the father of the Indian nation—had one of 
the deepest insights into the Indian reality. He had neither time 
and patience nor inclination to formulate any theory. He wrote 
voluminously, but his writings do not constitute theory; at best, 
they provide raw materials for subsequent theorizing. Gandhi 
often made extreme statements and then proceeded to qualify 
them in many ways. Again, Gandhi did not think out his con
cepts. Rather, he arrived at several concepts intuitively. This 
has made the task of both interpreting as well as determining 
what Gandhi stood for somewhat difficult. Nevertheless, this 
paper seeks to elaborate, as far as this is possible, what may be 
called the Gandhian perspective on development.

What, in the first place, does the concept of development 
stand for or imply? Generally speaking, when we talk of devel
opment, we have in mind the concept of change—a change that 
is broadly predicted or planned and administered. Gandhi rarely 
used the term “development” and, yet, development in the sense 
of change in a definite direction is implicit in all Gandhi’s writ
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ings. Gandhi found modem man dehumanized and suffering 
from a pervasive feeling of loneliness and helplessness in a hos
tile world and attributed this to the prevailing social conditions. 
Gandhi saw his countrymen crippled by colonialism, an ex
panding industrialism and a corrupting caste war. We can speak 
of a Gandhian perspective on development since Gandhi cer
tainly wanted change in the existing social, political and eco
nomic structures with a view to help create a new integrated hu
man being who would overcome his helplessness and loneli
ness.

In the Gandhian perspective of development, personal 
growth is congenial with communal life while mutual co-opera
tion is an extension of self-respect. As an activist, Gandhi de
voted more attention to identifying the political and economic 
structures which thwarted the development of the autonomous 
self and sought to change them rather than adjust to them. In 
this sense, Gandhi’s model of development involves unlearning 
much of what India had learnt during the past half century. The 
endeavour in this paper is to outline the specific directions in 
which Gandhi sought and attempted to bring about political and 
economic change and indicate the relevance and utility of the 
various Gandhian insights to India’s future political and eco
nomic development.

The Concept of Political Development
The terms “models” and “political development” are of recent 
currency in political science. There is abundant literature on the 
theme of what constitutes political development.1 In 1966, Lu
cian Pye spoke of three characteristics of political development, 
viz., equality or the thrust towards increased participation and 
mobilization; capacity or the thrust towards increased effective
ness and efficiency in execution of public policy; and differen
tiation or the thrust towards diffusion and specialization of 
structures. Pye acknowledged that the three developments may 
pull in contrary directions. In the 1970s, Leonard Binder, taking
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into account the particular scenario of developing countries, 
emphasized the following implications of political develop
ment: change of identity from religious and parochial to ethnic 
and societal; change of legitimacy from transcendental to im
manent sources; change in participation from elite to mass and 
from family to group; change of distribution, from status and 
privilege to achievement; and, finally, change in degree of legal 
and administrative penetration to remote villages. Another con
temporary writer Riggs has sought to integrate the concept of 
political development with the forces of environment. Develop
ment, says Riggs, involves “a growing understanding of both 
constraint and resources of the environment”. Developing so
cieties, according to Riggs, need to bring about changes in envi
ronment that reduce the element of constraint and increase the 
elements of resources, thereby expanding their decision-making 
capacity.

The Gandhian Perspective
Gandhi, as was said earlier, was no sophisticated political theo- 
rizer. Yet, his shrewd insight into the Indian reality enabled him 
evolve a number of concepts and ideas quite akin to the many 
points made about political development by Pye, Binder, and 
Riggs. Thus, what Pye elaborates as equality and capacity, 
Gandhi would consider as corner-stones of “Ramrajya” (the 
ideal state). However, in Gandhi’s perspective, equality and the 
self-regulatory capacity are best developed in small, near self- 
sufficient, village communities. Similarly, Gandhi would heart
ily agree with Binder that development involves a change of 
identity from the narrowly religious (communal) to the societal 
and change of participation from elite to mass. As to the em
phasis by Riggs on integrating development with environment, 
Gandhi was a most enthusiastic crusader for understanding the 
constraints and resources of nature. Gandhi insisted that man 
must live in harmony with nature and not let his greed exploit 
the non-renewable resources of nature to the point at which
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they stood exhausted, impoverishing mankind as a whole. In 
short, in Gandhi’s scattered and voluminous writings, one can 
find several of the components of change that Pye, Binder, and 
Riggs mention. However, it must be mentioned that the 
Gandhian perspective on development is not merely an alterna
tive path of reaching the same goal which certain western 
scholars have postulated. Rather, it is a path leading to an alter
native goal of human life and experience.

Gandhi found the present political structure to be charac
terized by persistent tendencies towards concentration and cen
tralization. He deplored the pervasiveness of politics without 
morality and condemned politics which sought power without a 
commitment or sense of dedicated service. To Gandhi, democ
racy was a matter of morality and not a mere state-structure. 
The mere imitation of the Westminster model, Gandhi held, 
would not usher in democracy. The western models of democ
racy based on multi-party system and periodic elections had 
only concentrated power in the hands of a few and led to conse
quent dehumanization and alienation of man. Gandhi, therefore, 
sought to provide an alternative model which would make for a 
qualitative change in the form and content of democracy.

Let us briefly state the Gandhian critique of parliamentary 
democracy and then outline the new directions along which 
Gandhi sought to change the polity.

Gandhi’s case against the state was that it was incapable of 
doing service to morality. The state can make men work under 
compulsion, pressure or necessity, but any action done under 
pressure, necessity or compulsion is not moral. A moral action 
is never done mechanically at the behest of the state; it is done 
consciously, voluntarily and as a matter of duty. Gandhi con
ceded that the state may have done some good by curbing ex
ploitation but simultaneously contended that it had done greater 
harm by cutting at the root of all real progress, namely, is indi
viduality. Again, in matters of conscience, the state (understood 
as government based on majority rule as in the Westminster
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model) had no place, since mere numbers could never deter
mine what is right.2 In matters of conscience, the law of the ma
jority has to be replaced by the enlightened and willing submis
sion to social restraints.3

In Hind Swaraj, Gandhi condemned parliament as “a sterile 
woman” since it could conceive of no legislation on its own; 
also because “legislation without prior conversion of hearts is a 
dead letter”. A parliament may confer rights by law, but in 
practice the mere conferring of rights does not ensure the enjoy
ment of liberty. Liberty is the consequence of people perform
ing their duties. One cannot enjoy the liberty of practising one’s 
religion unless the others perform the duty of respecting all re
ligions. Gandhi also used the unparliamentary term “prostitute” 
to describe parliament since it comprised a pliant majority and 
every new prime minister could get it to do what he wanted. In 
short, Gandhi dismissed parliament as, at best, “a mere talking 
shop” and “a costly show”.4

Gandhi did not have a good word to say for the essential in
gredients of parliamentary democracy, viz., parties and elec
tions. Parties, in Gandhi’s view, put narrow considerations 
above the national; they never paid attention to the means in 
achieving their sole end of gaining political power.5 A political 
party would lie, propagate falsehood and even deny others the 
opportunity to render service to the community if it meant that 
the others would get the credit for rendering service. Vinoba 
gives the example of how a political party sought the distribu
tion of relief through its official agency lest the other parties 
earn a name.6 For Gandhi, parties were opportunists; they were 
incapable of bringing about change in the hearts of others. In 
Hind Swaraj, Gandhi claimed that parties bred mutual distrust, 
led to the imputation of motives and engendered the spirit of lit
tleness. Likewise, Gandhi condemned elections since they “im
ply propaganda”, encourage “telling of lies”, and provide op
portunities to “self-seekers and job-hunters”.

Gandhi sought political development along lines which
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would do away with the “modem leviathan”. He was for the 
progressive “withering away of the state”. He said: “The state 
evil is not the cause of but effect of social evil”.7 Gandhi 
wanted men to become self-reliant and life to be self-regulated 
for “if national life becomes so perfect as to become self-regu
lated, no representation becomes necessary... in the ideal state, 
therefore, there is no political power for there is no state”.8 The 
coercive apparatus of the state is necessary so long as men are 
violent in their behaviour. As men become progressively non
violent, the need of the state would become progressively less.9

Gandhi was aware that development along the lines of self- 
reliance or self-regulation (“going on with our programmes 
without the leaders”10) and non-violence was bound to be a 
slow process. Hence, he spoke of the “immediately attainable 
goal” being “the predominantly non-violent state”, a state akin 
to Thoreau’s which would govern least. As an activist, Gandhi 
never sought to go beyond “one step at as time”. The first step 
towards swaraj (which Gandhi understood in the Brihadam- 
yaka Upanishad sense as implying the autonomy of the moral 
self, or the moral rule of each individual over himself) would 
have to be decentralized power and simple living. As non-vio
lence, decentralization and simplicity in life-style progressed, 
the state would begin to wither away.

Gandhi’s faith in the possibility of political development 
along these lines was based on his assumptions regarding hu
man nature. He opined that it is more natural for man to be 
good than evil; that man’s moral evolution was in some sense 
predestined and that the primary virtues of mankind are capable 
of cultivation by the meanest of human species.11 Gandhi 
firmly believed that ultimately a society would emerge in which 
there would be no need for police and armies, no need for law 
courts (“crime must be treated as a disease”) and criminal jus
tice ( ‘justice that gives love is the best”).

In February 1939, in Harijan Sevak, Gandhi wrote: ‘1 have 
purposefully refrained from dealing with the nature of govern
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ment in a society based on non-violence...When society is de
liberately constructed in accordance with the law of non-vio
lence, its structure will be different in material particulars from 
what it is today.” As a first step in the direction of attaining the 
ideal goal, Gandhi advocated restructuring the present polity 
along the lines proposed by the federal anarchists, viz., a politi
cal structure in which the villages (communes) enjoy all real 
powers and these federate voluntarily to achieve certain com
mon goals. Gandhi was aware that certain problems would be 
common to neighbouring villages federating to form a taluka 
panchayat to attend to such problems. Gandhi had no objection 
to such a development for it would be voluntary and only such 
power would be given to the taluka panchayat as the villages 
deemed fit. The taluka panchayats, in turn, could federate to 
form a district panchayat; the district panchayats, in turn, could 
federate to form the provincial panchayat; and finally, the Pro
vincial Panchayats could federate to form the national 
panchayat. These various panchayats would not be related to 
each other as in a hierarchy, since they would be voluntarily 
formed, the “higher” panchayats enjoying powers as are be
stowed on them by the “lower” panchayats. The control exer
cised by the higher panchayats over the lower would be purely 
moral and not coercive; its function advisory and co-operative 
and not authoritarian and dictatorial. J.P. Narayan—a leading 
Gandhian and Sarvodaya philospher—described such a devel
opment as “organic” since the higher panchayat “organically” 
emerged from the lower. To use Gandhi’s phrase, the various 
panchayats would constitute “oceanic circles” whose “centre 
would be the individual ready to perish for the village, the latter 
ready to perish for the circle of villages...the outermost circle
will not wield power to crush the inner circle but will give

12strength to all within and derive its own strength from it.
Gandhian political development then would imply the grad

ual replacement of the present “top-heavy” and centralized state 
by a federal anarchist structure and growth of maximum num
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ber of local voluntary associations and agencies (strong con
sumers and producers co-operatives) to meet the various needs 
of citizens. It would also imply converting or bringing about 
change in various coercive instruments of the state; for in
stance, it would imply replacing prison houses by reformato
ries; it would imply the state and its police force making it their 
primary duty not merely to catch culprits but rather to eliminate 
those conditions which, in the first place, give birth to crime; it 
would imply replacing the present hierarchical judicial set-up 
by people’s courts which would help people settle disputes 
among themselves preferably at the local level. Gandhi was 
convinced that the present legal system based on law courts and 
lawyers only helped the lawyers to make money; it helped the 
lawyers develop a vested interest in perpetuating strife and ill- 
feeling; it roused the baser self by tempting witnesses to sell 
their souls for money or for friendship’s sake; and worst of all, 
it supported the authority of government.13 In 1947, Gandhi 
wrote: “When panchayati raj is established, public opinion will 
do what violence (read law courts) can never do.”14

Developing a National Secular Polity

One of the characteristics of political development is the change 
in identity from the religious and parochial or casteist to secular 
and societal. Gandhi was profoundly interested in (a) Hindu- 
Muslim unity—he was never tired of emphasizing our “Hindus
tani” identity; (b) breaking down casteism; and (c) developing 
Hindustani as the country’s lingua franca. The cumulative ef
fect of these three movements was certainly in the direction of 
change and towards a new national secular identity.

Secularism has two accepted meanings. One is the western 
concept of secularism, implying separation of state from relig
ion. The other is the Indian tradition of the state, equally re
specting all religions. Humayun Kabir in his classic work, In
dian Heritage, describes Akbar’s policy of tolerating all relig
ions as “perhaps the first conscious attempt to formulate the
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conception of a secular polity”. The former Chief Justice P.B. 
Gajendragadkar, in his well-known work entitled Secularism 
and the Indian Constitution, traces this secular tradition to the 
period of the ancient Hindu kings. Although the word “secular” 
was not initially used in the Indian Constitution, it has found 
mention in the ‘Preamble” of the Constitution after the forty- 
second amendment.

For Gandhi, Hindu-Muslim unity was one of the central 
planks of his “constructive programme”. He devoted his entire 
life to this cause and finally even paid the supreme price of 
martyrdom for the same. In this respect, it may unhesitatingly 
be said that Gandhi stood and died for secularism understood as 
equal respect for all religions. As early as 1920, Gandhi warned 
his countrymen: “Divided we must remain slaves. This unity 
cannot be a mere policy to be discarded when it does not suit 
us. We can discard it only when we are tired of swaraj. Hindu- 
Muslim unity must be our creed to last for all time and under all 
circumstances”.

Gandhi’s approach to religion was in a sense strikingly 
modem.15 Gandhi wanted religion to serve a moral purpose and 
made a clear distinction between what he called “true religion” 
and “the irrelevant rituals”, superstitions and dogmas that often 
go in the name of religion. Gandhi insisted that his concern for 
cow, for instance, was not religion but an expression of non
violence with regard to sub-human life. In his booklet, Con
structive Programme, he speaks of cow protection and im
provement of cattle as a national problem and not as an issue in 
religion, though it is also true that at times he appealed to the 
Muslims to give up cow-slaughter out of respect for the Hindu 
religious sentiment.

Gandhi’s lifelong endeavour did bear fruit. When the Indian 
Constitution was framed, the members of Constituent Assembly 
were unanimous in the view that the Indian State should not 
support any one religion, but should show equal respect to all 
religions. The Indian Constitution makes the Indian State ac
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cord equal legal recognition to all religions. It also makes the 
Indian State responsible for social reform and for purging Hin
duism of such age-old evils and superstitions as untouchability, 
etc.

But working for religious unity was not enough. It was also 
necessary to develop a new society based on the abolition of 
caste barriers and untouchability. Gandhi proclaimed that the 
Shastras never sanctioned untouchability and gave forth the 
challenge that if anyone could prove to him that they did, he 
would renounce Hinduism itself. He spent his whole life de
nouncing untouchability and made it a point to practise what he 
preached. Thus, he adopted a Harijan girl, voluntarily chose to 
live in a Harijan basti, and conducted satygrahas for temple-en- 
try by Harijans. Gandhi insisted on separating, what he termed 
as “the inessentials of the caste system” from “its fundamen
tals”. He claimed the essentials of the caste system to be the 
four-fold division of labour on the lines of the natural division 
of men according to their gunas or innate qualities and heredi
tary skills, while the inessentials of the varna system were the 
subsequent development of false notions of superiority and in
feriority attached to the different vamas, the ban on interdining, 
on intermarriage, and the multiplicity of castes.17 In Gandhi’s 
perception, development should be along the lines of retaining 
the essentials while working to eliminate and discard the ines
sentials of the varna system.

Economic Perspectives

The Gandhian perspective on development not only visualized 
political change, it necessarily had to include economic change 
too. This is because the three principles which were mentioned, 
viz., decentralization, simplicity and non-violence, governed 
life as a whole and should therefore characterize not only the 
development of the new polity but also the new economic or
der. Economic development, in the Gandhian perspective, if it 
is to be based on the principles of decentralization, simplicity
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and non-violence, must be in the direction of: (a) development 
of an agro-industrial, self-sufficient village economy; (b) devel
opment of an economy based on limited wants; and (c) develop
ment of a trusteeship economy.

Gandhi was opposed to a centralized economy and to ma
chines resulting in mass production on various grounds. Gandhi 
had a conception of work very different from those who con
demn it as something basically unpleasant, something to be 
avoided and minimized with the help of machinery and/or tech
nology. To Gandhi, work was an integral part of the concept of 
good life. It was one of the avenues for establishing harmony 
with nature and of solidarity with fellow humans. Just as a 
devotee gets satisfaction by performing yajna himself and not 
by ordering a robot to do it, in the same way (Gandhi would ar
gue) it is only when man himself performs labour that he has 
the feeling of serving society. Gandhi’s concept of “bread la
bour” (that is, labouring yourself to earn your bread) sought to 
give man control over production from inception to conclu-

• ISsion. It also sought to give him control over some of his basic 
needs. It was in psychological terms “an identity giving activ
ity”. Gandhi, as such, was not opposed to the machine. Like 
Hannah Arendt, Gandhi made a distinction between machinery 
and tools. The machine, says Arendt, determines the worker’s 
response, but when he uses a tool, he is the orginator of the ac
tivity.19

Gandhi rejects large-scale production and industrialization 
regardless of whether the economic system is capitalist or so
cialist. Gandhi does not consider work a drudgery only under 
capitalism. The machine reduces man’s sense of identification 
with work. One rarely comprehends the whole work in perform
ing a minutely subdivided section of it. Minute subdivisions 
also reduce creative satisfaction in the work. The price is inher
ent in the adoption of high technology. The adoption of large- 
scale production technologies inevitably creates “a soulless 
authority” and makes labour soul-killing.
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This does not mean that in the Gandhian perspective on de
velopment, machines have no place at all. Gandhi was ready to 
accept machines which did not adversely affect the individual 
psyche. Economic activity and development must be related to 
the psychological integration of individuals. Gandhi, time and 
again, reiterated that he accepted machines conditionally, that is 
to say, machines must not replace labour, they must not lead to 
the city exploiting the countryside.20

Now, the tendency of machinery to displace labour cannot 
be denied. Marx too spoke of this tendency and attributed it to 
the raising of the “organic compassion of capital”, but felt that 
under socialism, since capital would be socialized, it would not 
be allowed to impoverish the workers. Gandhi was personally a 
witness to the industrialization under British rule which disinte
grated cottage industries and threw labour out of employment 
faster than the factories could absorb. Gandhi made it clear that 
he had no partiality to the return to primitive methods of work, 
grinding and husking, for the sake of them. “I suggest the re
turn”, he said, “because there is no other way of giving employ
ment to the millions of villagers who are living in idleness.”21

It may be mentioned here that today even in the West we 
are beginning to see the first signs of the realization of the ad
verse effects of indiscriminate labour-saving industrialization. 
The latest report of the Organization for Economic Co-opera
tion and Development (OECD) thus reveals that there is little 
hope in sight for the millions of young unemployed persons in 
Europe, despite signs of economic recovery. OECD first identi
fied the problems in 1977 and rightly fears that as the unem
ployed move into their twenties, the sociological spin off of an 
uncontrolled adult unemployment problem could be crippling 
and would take its toll in the form of frustration, violence, and 
crime.

Hence, as Gunnar Myrdal22 points out, underdeveloped 
countries must evolve methods of production suited to their 
own resource endowments. Indiscriminate use of western tech
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nology will produce more unemployment than is “either safe or 
good for them, especially since population growth rate here is 
faster than in the West”.

The Gandhian perspective is relevant today to the extent 
that it wisely emphasizes providing the maximum number of 
people with productive work. Just as people need bread, they 
need work; ancl even if it were possible to" provide them with 
bread without work, it would be unwise to do so because noth
ing can be more corroding than enforced idleness.

The second condition Gandhi lays down for accepting ma
chines is that they must not lead to the city exploiting the coun
tryside. It is interesting to note here that in England, towns and 
country had developed in a complementary fashion. Adam 
Smith’s The Wealth o f Nation has a full chapter entitled “How 
the Commerce of the Towns Contributed to the Improvement of 
the Country”, wherein he brings out this fact of mutual comple
mentary development of English towns and countryside. How
ever, when the British came to India and established commer
cial towns and trading centres, the relationship that developed 
between the new centres and countryside turned out to be one 
of town exploiting the rural hinterland. The new commercial 
and trading centres began to attract rural talent. The more enter
prising among the villagers left for the new towns. The villages 
were denuded of the more progressive elements, and so began 
to decay. With the traditional balance between agriculture and 
rural industry upset, villages began to loose their social cohe
sion and their economic life got disorganized. As Schumachar 
noted, the rise of Indian cities began to afflict the countryside 
with a peculiar sickness.23

As industrialization progressed (the growth of the textile in
dustry in Western India, for instance), Gandhi saw how power 
and wealth was getting concentrated and centralized in the cit
ies. “Villages”, he lamented, “have become appendanges of cit
ies. They exist as if they were to be exploited by the latter”.24 
Gandhi sought to end this exploitation of the countryside by the
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town by not allowing cities to produce anything which “can be 
equally well produced by the villages”. He thus emphasized 
charkha as a basic village industry.

There is much of value in the Gandhian insight regarding 
machines. If we interpret the charkha to mean (as J.P. Narayan 
does) any industry supplementary to agriculture, that is, any in
dustry that reduces the villagers’ dependence on agriculture and 
supplements agriculture, the development of such agro-indus- 
tries would stop the flight to the urban centres and raise the eco
nomic standard of villagers. Since one of the advantages cities 
have in producing a large variety of goods is better transport, 
credit facilities, etc., it is imperative for us to realize that unless 
villages get these facilities (including primary education and 
vocational training centres), it will not be easy to realize the 
dream of building a modem agro-industrial village economy.

Thus, on both counts—unemployment and colonization of 
the countryside by cities—Gandhi was opposed to big indus
tries and centralized mass production. He was, of course, aware 
that a few big centralized units of production were inevitable 
and insisted that such “heavy industries will necessarily be cen
tralized and nationalized”. But, significantly, he went to add: 
“They will occupy the least part of the vast national activity in 
the village.”25

According to the Gandhian perspective, economic develop
ment must not only be in the direction of an agro-industrial vil
lage economy, it must also be based on the doctrine of limited 
wants. An economy based on unlimited wants, Gandhi claimed, 
was bound to prove a disaster for mankind. It would not only 
lead to indiscriminate exploitation of non-renewable resources 
like iron and steel, but also engender endless strife and compe
tition. Gandhi wrote: “Civilization, in the real sense of the term, 
consists not in the multiplication but in the deliberate and vol
untary reduction of wants. This alone promotes real happiness 
and contentment and increases capacity for service.”26

The mind, Gandhi warned, ‘Is a restless bird; the more it
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gets, the more it wants... The more we indulge in our passions, 
the more unbridled they become”.27 In a letter sent to Pandit 
Nehru, Gandhi said: “We can realize truth and non-violence 
only in the simplicity of village life. The essence of what I have 
said is that man should rest content with what are his real needs 
and become self-sufficient.”28

An economy based on mass production to cater to unlimited 
and ever rising wants can only produce a “baffling vastness” in 
which the individual will get lost. On the other hand, an econ
omy based on limited wants will promote the “all round and 
balanced development of personality” and “save us from the 
evils of corruption and perdition”.29 The Sarvodaya Plan Com
mittee in 1958 drew up a “Sarvodaya Plan” which stipulated 
that the basic annual family requirements in food, clothing, 
housing, health, education, and recreation will need a money in
come of about Rs. 3,000 per annum, at the price level existing 
in 1955.30

To indulge in or crave for wants beyond these necessities 
was to seek material progress at the expense of spiritual or 
moral progress; it was to destroy the truly human values like 
honesty, high thinking, and encourage competition, exploita
tion, state control and centralism. Gandhi also felt that with 
economics built on the principle of limited wants and self-suffi
ciency, imperialism would be eliminated since no country 
would have a surplus to dump on others. “England”, Gandhi 
wrote, “is the cloth shop of the world; it therefore needs to hold 
the world in bondage to secure its markets.”31

Although it would be difficult to accept the Gandhian view 
regarding limited wants in toto, there is an increasing realiza
tion among intellectuals today that the growing “atmosphere of 
permissiveness” in the country, coupled with adoption of west
ern standards of consumption, especially by the upper strata of 
society, would, as Dr. Manmohan Singh pointed out to a gather
ing of financial writers in July 1987, “lead to social tensions”. 
Dr. Singh suggested that the government should revert to the
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old Gandhian values, claiming that unless conspicuous con
sumption was checked, the rate of savings would not go up, and 
education and other social objectives would suffer.

The third direction in which Gandhi desired economic de
velopment to take place was towards the trusteeship economy. 
Ownership, to the extent it made for exploitation, was not con
sistent with the doctrine of non-violence. Expropriation of pri
vate property or its nationalization, in Gandhi’s perception, was 
a violent remedy and would only serve to perpetuate further 
violence. The vested interests would lie low waiting for an op
portunity to strike again. Besides, Gandhi had deep misgivings 
about state ownership. Nationalization, as J.P. Narayan ob
served, would only add economic power to the political power 
already possessed by the state. In any case, the Gandhian argu
ment runs, property has always to be managed by someone, 
even after expropriating it. Then why not let the present prop
erty owners manage it as trustees on behalf of society?

Landowners (Zamindars) and industrialists, Gandhi as
serted, should retain for their personal use only so much of their 
property as was necessary for “an honourable livelihood, no 
better than that enjoyed by millions of others”, and utilize the 
rest for the welfare of the community.33 Elaborating the trustee
ship mantra, Gandhi explained: “Earn your crores by all means; 
but understand that your wealth is not yours; it belongs to the 
people. Take what you require for legitimate needs and use the 
remainder for society.”34 In this sense, trusteeship was nothing 
else but an extension of the idea of non-possession or limited 
wants.

Adapting the Gandhian insight regarding trusteeship to 
modern societies, M.R. Masani argues that it is “an attempt to 
secure the best use of property for the people by competent 
hands... A trustee can use his talent not for self only but for the 
social structure of which he is but a part and on whose suffer
ance he lives”.35 The doctrine of trusteeship can today be made 
a powerful instrument for humanizing capitalism.
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J.P. Narayan argued vehemently against nationalization 
since it would mean adding more power to the existing levia
than. In his utterances and interviews during the seventies, he 
sought to de-emphasize social ownership and instead empha
sized the concept of a responsible company (as advocated by 
George Goyder) which would work under ‘‘the joint trusteeship 
of workers, consumers of products, and managers”. Alterna
tively, he does not mind neutralizing the power of capital by 
setting up an “independent association for administration of 
capital” as suggested by Folkert Walkins.36

I would like to end this paper with a brief reference to the 
Gandhian perspective on education since I think that it is 
closely related to the attainment of his political and economic 
goals. Gandhi firmly believed that the present educational sys
tem is unequal to the task of societal change and development. 
Gandhi saw education as the most powerful instrument for both 
moral and material development. It not only implied imparting 
knowledge of fundamental truths (truth and non-violence) and 
developing physical and moral courage, but also participating in 
the attainment of social objectives and of acquiring some useful 
vocational skill.37 To Gandhi, mere academic advancement and 
scholarship were of the least importance. He preferred to em
phasize what he called the “Three Hs”—Head, Heart and 
Hand—along with the “Three Rs”—Reading, Writing and 
Arithmetic.

Gandhi lamented that the present educational system made 
students a burden on society. “Boys are lost to the parents and 
to the occupation to which they are born. They pick up evil hab
its, affect urban ways.”38 For Gandhi, meaningful education 
meant training students in manual work, teaching them the 
value of dignity of labour and to earn a livelihood by learning 
some relevant vocational skill like weaving, spinning, carpen
try, gardening, etc.39 Such “craft education”, asserted Gandhi, 
stimulates creativity and integrates the student with his social 
environment.
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Such a “basic education” which Gandhi also called nai 
talim or new education would ideally suit India’s rural setting 
and requirements since it would involve no huge expensive 
buildings or equipment. Further, it could he self-supporting 
since the products of crafts learnt can be sold by the schools. 
With a rare but accurate insight, Gandhi observed: “You have 
to start with the conviction that looking to the needs of the vil
lages of India, our rural education ought to be made self-sup
porting, if it is to be made compulsory.”40

Today, if we have to attain the goal of universal primary 
education in rural areas, then, given our scarce resources, basic 
education would be the only way available to us. Gandhi’s ba
sic education is ideally suited to attain the goals of village eco
nomic self-sufficiency. In addition, it emphasizes values badly 
needed to be cultivated in our youth, viz., concern for truth and 
non-violence, work ethics and dignity of labour. With a modi
fied orientation, basic education is today our best bet for reviv
ing our stagnant rural economy and for removing age-old social 
evils as casteism, communalism, dowry system, and the like. .

Conclusion

To sum up, the Gandhian perspective on development implies 
in the political arena working towards a federal anarchist model 
in which the village would be the basic unit; and, working for 
establishing a new secular (equal respect for all religions) and 
Indian (with Hindustani as lingua franca) identity. In the eco
nomic sphere, it implies developing an economy based on agro
industrial, self-sufficient villages; building an economy based 
on limited wants and developing a truseeship economy. To help 
realize development along these lines, Gandhi emphasized the 
need for a “new education”.

Gandhi may not have grasped the whole truth or the com
plete Indian reality, but then who can? But, certainly, what 
Gandhi has to say should be seriously taken into account and 
integrated with our own ideas of how we intend to develop in
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the future, if we want to cry halt to the present elitist and per
haps un-Indian path of development we have adopted.
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