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ABSTRACT
Development has emerged as a major theme in the discourses of social sciences
in recent times. Starting with Truman’s and Rostow’s concepts of economic
growth, it has run into several phases assuming different intellectual hues in
the post war period. Of late it has taken new forms like sustainable development
and inclusive growth. The major thesis of the paper is that all these efforts
have failed to make any significant dent in the crisis confronting the mainstream
development. It is in this context that Gandhi’s concept of development has
come to attract attention of scholars and activists all over the world. This paper
has tried to examine Gandhi’s critique of development as an integral part of
modern industrial civilization as well as adumbrate the features of a viable
model of economic development which could be sustainable and enduring
proposed by him.

Introduction

THE TERM ‘DEVELOPMENT’ is popular in many social science

disciplines. The notion of development in economics can be traced to
the writings of classical economists, starting with Adam Smith, to
the present neo-classical school. It was in the wake of the Second
World War that the idea of concerted efforts to rebuild the economies
of the European countries emerged on a significant scale. The primary
reason for the need for such a massive reconstruction was
unprecedented destruction of the economies of the West European
countries during the Second World War. It was a top priority for the
West, and the US became the prime mover in the development process.
It was very much reflected in Harry S. Truman’s Inaugural Address
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delivered on January 20, 1949 as the 33rd President of the United
States.1 He emphasised the fact that technological resources of the
various countries of the world should be pooled together to promote
a new pattern of development which would provide ‘peace, plenty
and freedom’ to the people of the world.
Though economic development differs from economic growth,
in the post-Second World War scenario, economic development was
looked upon as synonymous for economic growth and concerned
primarily with the expansion of wealth in terms of Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) and per capita income. In the initial years the concept
of growth, as enunciated by Walt Whitman Rostow, became popular
in the academic field and Rostow’s Stages of Growth was seen as one
of the major models of economic growth. 2 It virtually became the
ruling idea of development both in developed and developing
countries. Rostow’s model attempted to take traditional society to
the stage of high mass consumption through exponential growth of
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and per capita income. This ‘noncommunist manifesto’ even influenced the planning pattern of
countries following the Soviet model. If we look at the process of
planning in India, one could easily trace the influence of Rostow’s
growth model despite its apparent emphasis on soviet model of
development. Such an idea of growth became the prime mover of
the Second Five Year Plan of India. Under this plan, there was a
paradigm shift from agriculture to industry under the guidance of
P.C. Mahalanobis. However, soon it became clear that the prevailing
model of economic development suffered from a number of
inadequacies and limitations. Some of its crystallised limitations could
easily be put in the following categories.
Inequitable Development
Despite the initial promise of plenty and prosperity, the mainstream
model of development became a breeding ground for growing
inequality. It is to be noted that it not only created vertical inequalities,
but also caused horizontal inequalities with some groups primarily
benefiting from development in most of the societies. Thus the fruits
of economic growth are being pocketed by a small section of the elite
resulting in inequitable development. This was a universal problem
and Indian society was no exception to it. What was more, the process
of development resulted in North -South divide in which the
developed countries of the North got the lion’s share of the benefits
of development. The countries of the South were left to fend for
themselves which stunted their economies. The problem of inequality
both intra- and inter-society became too glaring to be ignored by
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the ruling classes. That led to a number of measures to tackle the
persisting problem of growing inequality throughout the world. One
could easily take India as an illustrative case. India initiated a number
of measures including Integrated Rural Development Programme,
Tribal Welfare Schemes, reservations for economically and socially
deprived sections of the society, Employment Guarantee Schemes
and the most recent Cash Transfer Scheme. All these measures were
supposed to contribute to inclusive growth resulting in elimination
of steep inequality both in economic and social terms. Not only that,
India also entered into a new phase of economic policies characterised
by Globalisation and liberalisation. It aimed at hastening the process
of development which could at least lessen the problem of inequality,
if not end it. Now it is more than obvious that all these measures
have failed to tackle the problem of mass poverty and inequality.
Contrary to the claim of the Government for taking a large section of
people above poverty line, it goes without saying that the problem
of mass poverty and inequality remain as intractable as ever. This
could be easily illustrated by the Planning Commission’s most recent
statistical jugglery which claims that anyone with a daily consumption
expenditure of Rs. 28.35 and Rs. 22.42 in urban and rural areas
respectively is above the poverty line. This new poverty estimate
for 2011-12 further brings down the definition of poverty line given
in Commission’s affidavit in the Supreme Court in October 2011, in
which the BPL cap was fixed at an expenditure of Rs. 32 and Rs. 26
by an individual in the urban and rural areas respectively at the rate
of inflation in 2010-11. 3 The scenario of poverty and inequality is not
country specific; rather it covers almost all countries of the world. In
short, the present model of development had admittedly failed to
tackle the problem of persistent poverty and inequality on a universal
scale.
Growing Violence
There is a growing awareness among the social scientists all over the
world that there is close relationship between development and
violence. 4 The problem of violence has taken an endemic form,
particularly when development uprooted and displaced large sections
of people including tribals, indigenous communities, fishermen,
migrant labour, and others who are turning out to be the worst
victims of development. They are gradually being deprived of their
traditional sources of livelihood. In the process of industrialisation,
millions of people are forcibly deprived of their land without any
proper scheme for their rehabilitation. Such a forcible eviction not
only creates physical suffering but also psychological disorientation.
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In the process they are being driven to the edge of desperation. At
times some of these groups, out of extreme suffering and helplessness,
are resorting to violence in desperation. Thus a vicious circle of violence
is being created which most of the societies find it difficult to tackle
and wriggle out. Rapid phase of urbanisation, unbridled and forcible
acquisition of land for mining, construction of big dams, hydro electric
projects, mammoth real estate businesses etc., have become primary
sources of displacement of people in most of the societies. A clear
message is going to the dispossessed and downtrodden people that
the present model of development only promotes the interests of the
elite. The escalation of violent movements by Naxals or Maoists in
different parts of the country is posing the most serious internal
security threat in the country. It is symbolic of the resentment of the
people which is being exploited by groups which ideologically stand
for violence and class war. Even though the Government seems to be
aware of the different dimensions of the problem, the dynamics of
development hardly leaves it with any other alternative than to persist
with its present policy. Thus development and violence go hand in
hand.
Effects on Environment
Apart from leading to inequitable development and growing violence,
the present development pattern continues to create ecological
imbalances causing a serious threat to the very existence of human
society. Climate change, ozone layer depletion, global warming,
melting of the polar ice, and rising of sea levels and pollution are the
resultant problems of mainstream industrial development. The
Governments all over the world are aware of the ill effects of global
warming. However, the various steps taken by them to mitigate the
emission of green house gases failed to produce the desired results.
In this connection, the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) cautions everybody about the deteriorating situation.
Scientists warn that there is still a considerable emission gap of 5
gigatonnes to be closed.5 The prospects of reduction in emission of
greenhouse gases appear to be bleak mainly because of the unbridled
growth strategy of the present model of development.
In fact, the current state of environment is quite disturbing. It
has been evident from the continuous rise in earth’s mean surface
temperature, which results in the melting of polar ice. The changes
that are happening on the climatic front in recent years are at a faster
pace compared to the earlier era. The average facade temperature of
the globe has augmented more than 1 degree Fahrenheit since 1900
and the speed of warming has been almost three-fold, the centuryVolume 34 Number 4
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long average since 1970. The main gases contributing to green house
effect are carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4) and nitrous oxide
(N2O). The largest producers of these gases are the thermal power
plants, transportation by road and air, heavy industries, all of which
are indispensable in the present model of development. The depletion
of the ozone layer is another pertinent environmental issue which
has similar implications.
Both sentient and non-sentient beings are experiencing the illeffects of global warming and ozone layer depletion. As a corollary
to it, there is frequent melting of glaciers. The melting of ice at the
Polar Regions has led to a rise in the mean sea level which will engulf
low-lying countries. The effect of global warming on the animal
kingdom is very evident. Some of the endangered animals which
maintain the eco-balance have become extinct or are on the verge of
extinction due to their inability to cope with the rapid changes that
are taking place on the climatic front. The recent Year Book of UNEP
states that according to the latest insights, climate change is leading
to changes in the frequency, intensity, length, timing and spatial
coverage of extreme weather events.7 The fine equilibrium that existed
in the seasonal cycle has changed dramatically. The shift in season
cycle has become a breeding ground for new diseases which were
unknown to humanity. The drastic changes on the climatic front in
terms of untimely onset of rains, floods and other natural calamities
have created a severe crisis in the agricultural sector. Now the suicide
of agricultural farmers in the Indian subcontinent is not limited to a
particular region or areas having less rainfall. The pathetic state of
affairs in the agricultural sector is mainly due to the effects of climate
change and the introduction of modern agricultural practices which
depend on chemical fertilisers, genetically modified organisms and
market forces. The UNEP report highlights the need for enhancing
the soil carbon. “In the face of further land use change and land use
intensification to meet global demands for food, water and energy,
sustaining or even enhancing soil carbon stocks becomes a priority.
During the past 25 years, one-quarter of the global land area has
suffered a decline in productivity and in the ability to provide
ecosystem services due to soil carbon losses. Because soil carbon is
central to agricultural productivity, climate stabilization and other
vital ecosystem services, creating policy incentives around the
sustainable management of soil carbon could deliver numerous shortand long-term benefits.”8
Another important issue which needs mention is the
indiscriminate use of plastic which extended the human footprint
even to the remotest parts of the ocean, which poses a potential threat
6
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to eco system and human health. This issue was echoed in 2011
yearbook of United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) which
said “The Ocean has become a global repository for much of the
waste that we generate. Every year large amounts of plastic debris
enter the marine environment... A number of scientists are concerned
about releases of persistent, bio- accumulating and toxic compounds
when plastic debris enters the food chain through ingestion by fish
and other marine organisms.”9
It is obvious that the present pattern of development is predicated
by high consumption of energy without which it can hardly sustain
itself. The rapid depletion of major energy sources like coal, petrol,
water etc. has prompted many countries to go for nuclear power.
The use of nuclear energy and decommissioning has become major
concerns after the Fukushima nuclear accident in March 2011.The Year
Book of UNEP rightly observes “As the first generations of such
reactors reach the end of their original design lives and some countries
review their nuclear power programmes in the wake of the
Fukushima accident, the number of reactors to be decommissioned
in the next ten years is set to increase significantly. Each
decommissioning presents particular technical challenges and risks
to human health and the environment….. One lesson that begins to
emerge is that nuclear power plants should be designed from the
start for safe and efficient decommissioning.”10 Thus it is clear that
sustained availability of energy would become a ticklish issue which
is bound to mar any prospect of smooth development in the long
run.
Measures to tackle the issues in Development
As early as 1970s, problems associated with the development pattern
and its impact on environment came to the fore. The publication of
the well known work “Limits to Growth” in 1972 commissioned by
the Club of Rome explored how exponential growth interacts with
finite resources of the earth. It argued that unchecked consumption
and economic growth was leading the Earth towards a disaster.11
On the initiative of the General Assembly of the United Nations, the
first United Nations Conference on the Human Environment was
held in Stockholm, Sweden in 1972 ,with the principal purpose “ to
serve as a practical means to encourage, and to provide guidelines …
to protect and improve the human environment and to remedy and
prevent its impairment.”12 It brought environment to the centre stage
of the global agenda and later led to the establishment of the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). In 1983, the UN General
Assembly set up the World Commission on Environment and
Volume 34 Number 4
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Development. Gro Harlem Brundtland, the former Prime Minister
of Norway, was invited to chair the commission. This commission is
popularly known as the Brundtland Commission. Its aim was to link
environmental issues to the findings of the 1980 Brandt report on
North-South relations.13 Report of the World Commission on Environment
and Development: Our Common Future, published in 1987, established
the link between environment and the economy and coined a new
term “sustainable development” as the way to ensure economic
development that would not endanger the ability of future
generations to enjoy the fruits of the earth.14 Twenty years after the
first global environment conference ,the representatives from 178
nations, nongovernmental agencies (NGOs) and other interested
parties (approximately 30,000 in total including members of the
media), met in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, from 3-14 June 1992 to discuss
global environmental issues with implications for appropriate policies
to be pursued by national governments.15 The conference sought
agreement among the nations on concrete measures to reconcile
economic activities with protection of the planet to ensure a sustainable
future for all people. This conference was a landmark in the history
of environment and is popularly known as the Earth Summit. The
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC
or FCCC) was opened for signature at this conference. The UNFCCC
is an international environmental treaty with the goal of achieving
“stabilization of greenhouse concentrations in the atmosphere at a
level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with
the climate system.” The 13th session of the Conference of the Parties
to the UNFCCC and the 3rd session of the Conference of the Parties
serving as the Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol16 took
place in Bali, Indonesia in December 2007. The Conference culminated
in the adoption the Bali Road Map, which consists of a number of
forward-looking decisions that represent the various tracks that are
essential to a secure climate future. The Bali Road Map includes the
Bali Action Plan, which launched a “new, comprehensive process to
enable the full, effective and sustained implementation of the
Convention through long-term cooperative action, now, up to and
beyond 2012.”17
Ten years after the first Earth Summit the World Summit on
Sustainable Development, took place in Johannesburg, South Africa,
in 2002, to discuss the issue of sustainable development.18 The United
Nations Climate Change Conference, commonly known as the
Copenhagen Summit, was held at Copenhagen, Denmark, in 2009.
The Copenhagen Accord, though not legally binding, recognised
climate change as one of the greatest challenges of the present times.19
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The inconclusive Copenhagen Summit brought into sharp focus the
deep divide between the countries of the North and the South
regarding not only the factors behind climate change and who is
responsible for it, but also as regards respective responsibilities for
management and mitigation.20
The agreements, reached on December 11 in Cancun, Mexico, at
the 2010 United Nations Climate Change Conference represent key
steps forward in capturing plans to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
and to help developing nations protect themselves from climate
impacts and build their own sustainable futures. The Cancun
Agreements are a set of significant decisions by the international
community to address the long-term challenge of climate change
collectively and comprehensively over time and to take concrete
action to speed up the global response21. In the second largest meeting
of its kind, United Nations Climate Change Conference 2011,
“Working Together-Saving Tomorrow Today” was held from 28
November - 9 December 2011, Durban, South Africa.22 The main
outcome of this Conference was a decision by the Parties to adopt a
universal legal agreement on climate change as soon as possible and
in any case not later than 2015.
The United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development
(UNCSD), also known as Rio+20, or Earth Summit 2012 was held
from 13 to 22 June 2012, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Rio+20 was a 20year follow-up to the 1992 Earth Summit, where countries adopted
Agenda 21 - a blueprint to rethink economic growth, advance social
equity and ensure environmental protection. The outcome of the
summit was similar to Copenhagen, a nonbinding document, “The
Future We Want.” In it, the heads of 192 governments, who attended
the conference, renewed their political commitment to sustainable
development and declared their commitment to the promotion of
sustainable future.23
The 18th session of the Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC
and the 8th session of the Conference of the Parties serving as the
Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol was held from 26
November to 8 December 2012 in Doha, Qatar.24 The most significant
outcome from Doha was the adoption of the second commitment
period of the Kyoto Protocol commencing from the start of 2013 till
the end of 2020. However, the original Kyoto Protocol Parties, i.e.,
Russia, Japan and New Zealand decided not to join the Second
Commitment period.25 It is to be noted that the United States (which
had signed the Kyoto Protocol way back in 1998 but the Senate had
not ratified it), refused to become a party to Protocol from its inception
till now. Canada announced withdrawal of its membership from the
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Kyoto Protocol in 2011and there is no possibility of its rejoining the
second commitment period.
These conferences brought into limelight the challenges in the
field of environment and the awareness about the concrete action
needed to mitigate the problems on a global scale. However, it is
crystal clear from the above discussion that on account of the vested
interests of the developed countries even such awareness about the
different dimensions of the problems associated with development
and environment has failed to result in concrete action on a desired
scale. But at least on level of ideas, all these measures did lead to
some rethinking on the very notion of present model of economic
development.
New Concepts of Development
It was in the above context of glaring problems of mainstream
development that new concepts and ideas began to emerge to redress
the problems related to environment and development. Subsequently,
development started being viewed in a holistic perspective. As early
as 1972, the Fourth King of Bhutan, Jigme Singye Wangchuck,
proposed that we should consider the ‘Gross National Happiness’
as the best index of development instead of relying on the usual
Gross Domestic Product. He emphasised the need to take a holistic
approach towards notions of progress and give equal importance to
non-economic aspects of wellbeing of the people.26 This new approach
subsequently became a part of the popular discourse on viable model
of development worth emulating by other nations. Subsequently, in
the context of growing disparity and divide between the countries
of North and South, sustainable development and the idea of inclusive
growth became popular concepts particularly in the West. The
Brundtland Commission’s definition of Sustainable development
contains within it two key concepts. i) the concept of ‘needs’, in
particular, the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding
priority should be given; and ii) the idea of limitations imposed by
the state of technology and social organization on the environment’s
ability to meet present and future needs. According to the
Commission the major objective of development is satisfaction of
human needs and aspirations.27 Thus it reversed the earlier notion of
economic growth based on GDP and per capita income.
This idea was further fine tuned by the enunciation of new notion
of human development. The Human Development Index developed
by Mahbub ul Haq with inputs from Amartya Sen and Martha
Nussbaum is seen as a major advancement on the earlier narrow
growth-centred notion of development. Mahabub ul Haq, the founder
January-March 2013

480

●

GANDHI MARG

of the Human Development Report, explained the very purpose of
development in the following words:”The basic purpose of
development is to enlarge people’s choices. In principle, these choices
can be infinite and can change over time. People often value
achievements that do not show up at all, or not immediately, in income
or growth figures: greater access to knowledge, better nutrition and
health services, more secure livelihoods, security against crime and
physical violence, satisfying leisure hours, political and cultural
freedoms and sense of participation in community activities. The
objective of development is to create an enabling environment for
people to enjoy long, healthy and creative lives” 28 Nobel Laureate
Amartya Sen looks upon Human Development as “advancing the
richness of human life, rather than the richness of the economy in
which human beings live, which is only a part of it.” 29 Martha
Nassbaum laments that our dominant theories of development have
given us policies that ignore our most basic human needs for dignity
and self-respect.30 The human development approach is considered
as an effective means to improve the wellbeing of people. It is a
breakthrough in the history of alternative development and it
profoundly influenced the planners, policy makers and various
stakeholders of development all over the globe, including the UN
and its various collaborative agencies. It has been reflected in the
various UN conferences on development and environment, including
the Rio+20. The UN Development Programme (UNDP) has presented
its “conceptual framework” for a Human Sustainability Index that
would recognise rates of human development while also weighing
up the cost of progress to future generations.31
An additional determinant of development is the role of the state.
The earlier notion of a thin state propounded during the Thatcherite
era, and later taken on board by agencies like the World Bank, has
given way to greater recognition of the role of the state and its
institutions. This has been partly due to the rise of institutional
economics pioneered by Douglass North. In his essay, “The New
Institutional Economics and Development”, Douglass has beautifully
summarised the essential characteristics of the new institutional
economics and how it differs from neo-classical theory, and applies it
to the problems of development.32 There is also a stream that looks
at a form of development that relies neither on the government nor
on the market, but on the people and their wisdom. It was Ivan
Illich, who severely criticised the institutions of contemporary Western
civilization and the policies of economic development. His analysis
became a guiding light for the later critics of colonialism and postcolonialism and a number of post-development theorists like Arturo
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Escobar and Gustavo Esteva. Post development theory or antidevelopment theory is based on the premise that the whole concept
and practice of so-called development is nothing but a reflection of
Western-Northern hegemony over the rest of the world. The postdevelopment theorists like Escobar and Esteva have challenged the
very meaning of development. The post-development theorists argue
that development was always unjust, never worked, and has now
clearly failed. According to Wolfgang Sachs, a leading member of the
post-development school, “the idea of development stands like a ruin
in the intellectual landscape” and “it is time to dismantle this mental
structure.” 33
From the above discussion, one could easily infer that some of
the sensitive minds of the world have partially come to realise the
significance of some of the seminal ideas propounded by Gandhi in
his work Hind Swaraj or Indian Home Rule and other subsequent
writings. However, it goes without saying that some of the new ideas
of development as discussed above do not amount more than an
attempt to sustain the western capitalist model which has created
most of the problems afflicting the humankind today. Moreover, all
these endeavours also appear as a ploy to hide the stark realities of
North South divide which could be bridged only by a more radical
vision of development which Gandhi proposed in his life time.
Gandhi’s indictment of Modern Civilization
Before we discuss the Gandhi’s vision of development, it would be
appropriate to give a cursory view of his critique of modern industrial
civilization. It needs to be mentioned that he did not reject the western
civilization per se, rather his grouse was only against western
civilization as it was developed in the wake of three major European
intellectual revolutions viz. Renaissance, Reformation and
Enlightenment. He indicted modern civilization by saying that it had
made material comforts and bodily welfare as prime values of human
life. In the process it has neglected the higher spiritual goals of human
existence as if human being is made only of the body and not of the
soul. He looked upon human being as a fine combination of body,
mind and soul working in unison. In his opinion every human being
carries a speck of divinity in himself /herself. Thus modern civilization
has totally overlooked the spiritual aspect of human existence. What
is worse, it has even failed to provide material welfare to a large
section of the people like working classes comprising men, women
and children who are forced to work in totally inhuman and miserable
conditions. Gandhi was prophetic in his analysis of western civilization
and the institutions associated with it. He anticipated and
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apprehended the dangers of modern industrial civilization. He was
so emphatic in the indictment of industrial civilization that he also
set his moral gaze on its institutional framework as well as its major
instruments like machinery. He castigated the entire system of
political representation on the ground that it hardly reflects the
aspirations and popular will of the people. It is in this context that he
even went to the extent of describing the British parliament as ‘sterile
woman and prostitute’. 34 He went a step further in castigating
machinery- the prime mover of modern industrial civilization which
he compared as ‘snake hole ‘and ‘upas tree’ . He underlined the fact
that with the advent of industrial civilization, the mad rush for gaining
control over nature began. It was from this vantage point that the
deviation of human being from having friendly and harmonious
relationship with nature began. Before the advent of industrial
civilization all the development practices were in tune with nature.
Gandhi was fully aware of the disastrous effects that large-scale
industrialization would bring inevitably. To quote him, “God forbid
that India should ever take to industrialism after the manner of the
west. If an entire nation of 300 millions took to similar economic
exploitation it would strip the world bare like locusts.” 35 It is
interesting to note that on the eve of India’s independence, Gandhi,
while
responding to a question whether India should follow the
British model of industrial development, categorically stated: “It took
Britain half the resources of this planet to achieve its prosperity. How
many planets will India require for development?”36 This response
of Gandhi continue to resonate in the hearts and minds of people
who are trying to grapple with the problems of development as it
underlines the deep eco- consciousness ingrained in his vision. No
less was he harsh on the educational, legal and health care systems
which had been built up to support and uphold the entire structure
of modern civilization. In actual practice, all these have resulted in
enslaving the people by killing their initiative in all these areas. He
defined true civilization as “that mode of conduct which points out
to man the path of duty. Performance of duty and observance of
morality are convertible terms. To observe morality is to attain
mastery over the mind and our passions . So doing, we know
ourselves. The Gujarati equivalent for civilization is good conduct.”
37Thus he not only rejected modern industrial civilization but also
provided a new framework for ‘true civilization’ in his work Hind
Swaraj.
Gandhi’s vision of Development
It is true that Gandhi did not work out a concrete model of alternative
Volume 34 Number 4
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development; rather he presented a vision of life which could provide
a broad philosophy of development. His relational world view
underlined the significance of interdependence and
interconnectedness of entire cosmic life. His entire philosophy of life
was based on the understanding that human being, though unique in
its own way, should not look upon himself/herself as the sole
custodian of earth and its resources. Gandhi viewed life as an
opportunity for self-realisation. Since human beings are social and
life has to be lived in society and not in seclusion, human being has
to deal with innumerable problems which involve challenges and
opportunities. To him the most important element in human person
is spirit or soul. He looked upon human body as an instrument. He
believed that giving primacy to body hampers the assertion and
growth of spirit. One’s perception of wants, access to resources,
utilisation of resources and interaction with other beings and nature
had therefore to be viewed and pursued keeping in mind the ultimate
goal of life. We have to constantly introspect on the relation between
our lives and nature, what we consume in terms of energy, food etc.
and what we receive from nature. We have to find out whether we
are making legitimate and proper use of it in relation to our objective
and responsibility to society. What is our contribution towards the
replenishment of what we are taking from the nature? Therefore, we
have to effectively utilise our time to fulfill our objective without
raising too much demand on the environment. Gandhi placed before
humanity a lifestyle or art of living and demonstrated its practicability
by living his own life quite in tune with nature. The application of
Gandhian principles will allow human beings to satisfy their basic
needs without harming interests of fellow beings. In its best form, it
helps to lead a better life.
Gandhi’s philosophy of life calls for an alternative development
paradigm which is symbiotic with nature and eco-system. Here, an
attempt has been made to outline salient principles of Gandhian model
of development. It needs to be mentioned that Gandhian model of
development deals with whole gamut of life in which the political,
economic, social, spiritual could not be put in watertight
compartments. But for the sake of clarity of analysis we look into the
different components of his model of development. It necessarily
involves an analysis of his economic, political and social ideas. Taking
the first thing first let us start with examination of his economic ideas.
In respect of economic thinking, Gandhi differs from many
mainstream economists who primarily concentrate on the material
side of human life. Gandhi outlined his basic economic ideas as early
as 1916 in his lecture viz.”Does Economic Progress clash with Real
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Progress?”, at Muir Central College Economics Society, Allahabad.38
He made a clear distinction between ‘economic progress ‘and ‘moral
progress’ in this lecture and stated that, “ by economic progress, we
mean material advancement without limit. And by real progress we
mean moral progress.” 39 He asserted that though he was not well
versed with modern economic thinking starting with Adam Smith
and others, but one could reach a stage where ‘still small voice’
could become ones guide for one’s thought and action without
requiring any external proof or evidence. In other words, for Gandhi,
the inner voice of a purified soul is as good as God’s voice. But listening
to one’s inner voice would be possible only if one is able to identify
oneself with the entire creation and adopt a life of aparigraha. (nonpossession). He found the basic flaw in the modern economic thinking
that it prompted the people particularly the elite to worship Mammon
instead of God which becomes the main stumbling block of moral
progress. He further added that the real index of a well ordered
society is “not the number of millionaires it owns, but the absence of
starvation among the masses.” 40Gandhi quoted the gospel of Mark
in support of his contention where it said, “Children, how hard it is
for them that trust in riches to enter the kingdom of God. It is easier
for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to
enter the kingdom of God.” 41 Thus it is clear that Gandhian economic
ideas marked a definite departure from mainstream economic
thinking.
If one scans the entire Gandhian economic thinking, one could
easily see that building of a non-violent economy and its long term
sustenance was his primary concern. To that end he developed novel
ideas like voluntary reduction of wants with emphasis on fulfillment
of basic needs of the people, production by masses instead of mass
production, bread labour, yajna, trusteeship, swadeshi, and use of
machinery with a human face.42 It is clear that Gandhi presents a totally
new vision of development which can replace the western model of
development marked by its overemphasis on expansion of human
wants with urbanisation and industrialisation as its major tools
resulting in emergence of atomised and ego centric individuals devoid
of all spiritual quests totally ignoring the community spirit. Such
individuals are driven by only bodily comforts as the ultimate goal
of human life. All these lead to mad rush for excessive consumerism
resulting in overexploitation of finite resources of the earth. Today
humankind is faced with a striking dissonance between insatiable
human wants and finite resources. As against such a precarious
scenario Gandhi reversed the entire process by presenting a viable,
concrete development model. He tries to bring a true consonance
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between the finite natural resources and human wants by making a
clear distinction between human need and greed. It goes without
saying that he never glorified poverty as such which results in all
kinds of human misery and human degradation. In fact, he stood for
total abolition of poverty by ensuring self generating and self sufficient
economic order. It needs to be added that Gandhi by enunciating his
seminal concept of ‘oceanic circle’ tried to reconcile individual freedom
with community concerns from village level to the global level. Real
strength of Gandhi lies in the fact he did not keep his scheme of
things purely at the level of abstract ideas, rather he presented a
practical and logical model by reversing the order of mass production
by introducing the idea of production by masses. Such a decentralised
economy marked by intensive use of labour, instead of replacing it
machinery, could really tackle some of the problems afflicting the
present system, like unemployment, automation, alienation and, large
scale industrialisation. What is more, the local resources marked by
swadeshi spirit would constitute the backbone of such a decentralised
economy in which the village would form the basic unit. Absence of
work ethics is one of the basic challenges under the present system
as it is taken as a matter of drudgery and compulsion. Besides, all
over the world people prefer mental work to menial work, thus
creating unbridgeable gulf between elites and masses. Inspired by
the Bhagavat Gita’s concept of incessant work engaged even by God
and service to the fellow beings in the Sermon on the Mount, Gandhi
takes work ethics at a high philosophical and spiritual level. In such
a scenario the differentiation between mental and menial work gets
automatically obliterated. By undertaking scavenging work Gandhi
wanted to establish the dignity of labour in a society like India which
was historically marked by hierarchy. Not only that, going a step
further, he made physical labour as a precondition for earning one’s
bread, and that is the real meaning of his concept of bread labour.
Taking a further clue from the Bhagavat Gita he offered a new and
innovative interpretation of the concept of Yajna. He made it clear
that it is incumbent on every individual to contribute to the social
good and take only that much of his share which he really needs. He
went to the extent of saying that anyone who does not contribute his
share to social good and yet takes more than his share is nothing less
than a ‘thief.’ His concept of Yajna is a unique attempt for the
continuous replenishment of resources endowed by the nature while
giving an equitable share to every member of the society. In such a
view of development the individual and social needs are wedded to
each other. Management and ownership pattern of the institution of
private property has been one of the most contentious issues in
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modern times. There has been a long history of debate on this issue
between the liberals and Marxists. While liberals underpinned the
centrality of private management and ownership, the Marxists have
stood for state ownership under the guise of social ownership. Gandhi
was aware of flaws and fallacies of both these schools of thought as
capitalism breeds selfishness inequality and excessive profiteering;
Marxism leads to totalitarianism under their most adumbrated
principle of dictatorship of the proletariat. Through his theory of
trusteeship, Gandhi tries to find a way out from the infirmities of
both the systems. Trusteeship offers a model of management and
ownership of private property which curbs the excesses of both the
system while retaining the individual initiative with promotion of
social good. It is clear that economic development would not face
the kind of problems which are afflicting the present model as
discussed in the preceding pages. Besides it would give a new
meaning and perspective to both the individual and the society.
Gandhian model of development also subsumes his concept of
decentralised polity which is a necessary part of his holistic scheme.
Both liberal and Marxist political systems suffer from two major banes.
One, the system of political representation fails to reflect popular
will of the people. Two, despite their claims to the contrary, these
systems essentially become top - down, thus putting a question mark
on their democratic credentials. In the process, the people at the grass
root level hardly play any meaningful role in the decision- making
process. Gandhi as a votary of common man was acutely conscious
of these limitations. Hence, he strongly pleaded for a decentralised
polity, which coupled with a decentralised economy, would really
give reins of power to the people at the grass root level. In his design
of popular polity direct democracy was functional only at the level
of the lowest unit based on adult franchise and direct elections.
However, election to the higher bodies would be of indirect nature
in which the elected representatives of lower units would elect the
higher ones. He was confident that such a people- based polity would
ensure democracy with greater amount of accountability. Besides,
his development model based on decentralised economy could be
propped up and supported by such a people-based politics as even
the planning process would be bottom-up instead of top-down. This
would minimise the role of bureaucracy and ensure peoples planning
and avoidance of leakage associated with development process.
Today most of the societies in the world are marked by social
and religious divisiveness which goes a long way to hinder the entire
process of development. This has led to the emergence of a new
concept of multiculturalism as an antidote to social and religious
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divisiveness and to ensure social, cultural and religious harmony.43
However, such an approach is primarily based on some kind of feeling
of tolerance rather than a firm faith in harmonious coexistence. It is
becoming more and more obvious that Gandhian concept of Sarva
Dharma Samabhava (equal respect for all religions) provides a better
framework for harmonious living of different religious groups and
communities. Widespread acceptance of such an approach would
ensure that a lot of societal resources are diverted to provide a better
way of life for the people. In brief, social harmony based on Gandhi’s
religious and cultural world view could ensure an inclusive
development leading to an equitable and just society.
On the basis of the above analysis, one could safely conclude that
the present model of economic model of development is going through
a phase of deep crisis on the fronts of distributive justice, breaking
down of the harmonious relationship between man and nature and
violence touching every walk of social life. All attempts to get rid of
the above problems which have primarily emerged from the system
itself have also come to naught. Hence, the quest for a viable
alternative model of development is going on in all earnestness. It
has been the primary contention of this paper that Gandhian model
of development could very well provide such an alternative as it
ensures ecological balance, more sustainable mode of development,
and a non-violent social order based on equity and justice. The
enduring sustainability of Gandhian development model is ensured
by aligning finite resources with limited human wants. Moreover,
Gandhian thinking of development and the art of living based on
simplicity and austerity would guarantee that every generation could
be saving and replenishing societal resources in such a way that the
future of posterity for all time to come would remain secure.
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