
management
MEDIAHEALTH

law
D

ESIG
N

ED
U

C
AT

IO
N

M
U

SICagriculture

L
A

N
G

U
A

G
EM E C H A N I C S

psychology

BIOTECHNOLOGY

GEOGRAPHY

ART
PHYSICS

history

E
C
O
L
O
G
Y

CHEMISTRY

m
ath

em
aticsENGINEERING

Gandhian Philosophy



CONTENTS 

 

Chapter 1 : Gandhism 

Chapter 2 : Religion 

Chapter 3 : Satyagraha 

Chapter 4 : Religious Harmony In India 

Chapter 5 : Sanatana Dharma 

Chapter 6 : Varnasramadharma, 

Chapter 7 : Untouchability and Status Of Women In Society 

Chapter 8 : Sarvodaya and Critique To Modern Civilization 

Chapter 9 : Civil Disobedience 

Chapter 10 : Swaraj 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 1 

Gandhism 

  

Gandhism is a body of ideas and principles that describes the inspiration, vision and the life work 

of Mahatma Gandhi. It is particularly associated with his contributions to the idea of nonviolent 

resistance, sometimes also called civil resistance. 

The term "Gandhism" also encompasses what Gandhi's ideas, words and actions mean to people 

around the world, and how they used them for guidance in building their own future. Gandhism 

also permeates into the realm of the individual human being, non-political and non-social. A 

Gandhian can mean either an individual who follows, or a specific philosophy which is attributed 

to, Gandhism. Eminent scholar, Professor Ramjee Singh has called Gandhi the Bodhisattva of 

the twentieth century.  

However Gandhi did not approve of 'Gandhism', as Gandhi explained: 

There is no such thing as "Gandhism," and I do not want to leave any sect after me. I do not 

claim to have originated any new principle or doctrine. I have simply tried in my own way to 

apply the eternal truths to our daily life and problems...The opinions I have formed and the 

conclusions I have arrived at are not final. I may change them tomorrow. I have nothing new to 

teach the world. Truth and non-violence are as old as the hills.  

Satyagraha 
Satyagraha is formed by two Sanskrit words Satya (truth) and Agraha (holding firmly to). The 

term was popularised during the Indian Independence Movement, and is used in many Indian 

languages including Hindi. 

  

The pivotal and defining element of Gandhism is satya, a Sanskrit word usually translated into 

English as truth, whose literal meaning is 'what actually is' (deriving from the root verb as 

meaning 'to be'). The principle of Satya as espoused by Gandhi needed that Truth must pervade 

all considerations of politics, e the pure, existing facts of life to make his decisions. 



Gandhi's commitments to non-violence, human freedom, equality and justice arose from his 

personal examination. 

Truth is interpreted subjectively. Gandhism does not demand that its adherents agree to Gandhi's 

own principles to the letter, but in spirit. If one honestly believes that violence is sometimes 

necessary, it is truthful to believe in it. When Gandhi returned to India in the middle of World 

War I, he said he would have supported the British in the war. It would have been wrong, 

according to Gandhi, to demand equal rights for Indians in the Empire, and not contribute to its 

defence. On the other hand, by the time of the advance of the Japanese in World War II, Gandhi 

had given up notions of fighting alongside the British and argued for nonviolence instead. 

Gandhi was a proponent of Ahimsa. 

Gandhi developed a way of life by his constant "experimenting with truth" — a phrase that 

formed the subtitle to his autobiography. He was prepared to learn through trial and error, often 

admitting to mistakes and changing his behaviour accordingly. This was particularly notable 

when Gandhi stopped all nationwide civil resistance in 1922 after the Chauri Chaura incident. He 

would forsake political independence for truth – believing that Indians should not become 

murderers and commit the very evils they were accusing the British of perpetrating in India. 

Gandhism is more about the spirit of Gandhi's journey to discover the truth, than what he finally 

considered to be the truth. It is the foundation of Gandhi's teachings, and the spirit of his whole 

life to examine and understand for oneself, and not take anybody or any ideology for granted. 

Gandhi said: “The Truth is far more powerful than any weapon of mass destruction.” 

Gandhi’s philosophy encompassed ontology and its association with truth. For Gandhi, "to be" 

did not mean to exist within the realm of time, as it has in the past with the Greek philosophers. 

But rather, "to exist" meant to exist within the realm of truth, or to use the term Gandhi did, 

satya. Gandhi summarised his beliefs first when he said "God is Truth", which his experimenting 

later prompted him to change to "Truth is God". The first statement seemed insufficient to 

Gandhi, as the mistake could be made that Gandhi was using truth as a description of God, as 

opposed to God as an aspect of satya. Satya (truth) in Gandhi's philosophy is God. It shares all 

the characteristics of the Hindu concept of God, or Brahman, and is believed by Gandhians to 

live within each person as their conscience while at the same time guiding the universe. 



Brahmacharya and ahimsa  
The concept of nonviolence (ahimsa) and nonresistance has a long history in Indian religious 

thought and has had many revivals in Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, Muslim and Christian contexts. 

Gandhi explains his philosophy and way of life in his autobiography, The Story of My 

Experiments with Truth. He was quoted saying: 

 

"What difference does it make to the dead, the orphans, and the homeless, whether the mad 

destruction is wrought under the name of totalitarianism or the holy name of liberty and 

democracy?" 

"It has always been easier to destroy than to create". 

"There are many causes that I am prepared to die for but no causes that I am prepared to kill for". 

At the age of 36, Gandhi adopted the vow of brahmacharya, or celibacy. He committed himself 

to the control of the senses, thoughts and actions. Celibacy was important to Gandhi for not only 

purifying himself of any lust and sexual urges, but also to purify his love for his wife as genuine 

and not an outlet for any turmoil or aggression within his mind. 

Ahimsa, or non-violence, was another key tenet of Gandhi's beliefs. He held that total non-

violence would rid a person of anger, obsession and destructive impulses. While his 

vegetarianism was inspired by his rearing in the Hindu-Jain culture of Gujarat, it was also an 

extension of ahimsa. 

On 6 July 1940, Gandhi published an article in Harijan which applied these philosophies to the 

question of British involvement in World War II. Homer Jack notes in his reprint of this article, 

"To Every Briton" (The Gandhi Reader) that, "to Gandhi, all war was wrong, and suddenly it 

'came to him like a flash' to appeal to the British to adopt the method of non-violence." In this 

article, Gandhi stated, 

I appeal to every Briton, wherever he may be now, to accept the method of non-violence instead 

of that of war, for the adjustment of relations between nations and other matters  I do not want 

Britain to be defeated, nor do I want her to be victorious in a trial of brute strength I venture to 

present you with a nobler and braver way worthier of the bravest soldier. I want you to fight 



Nazism without arms, or, if I am to maintain military terminology, with non-violent arms. I 

would like you to lay down the arms you have as being useless for saving you or humanity. You 

will invite our great leader and Signor Mussolini to take what they want of the countries you call 

your possessions. Let them take possession of your beautiful island, with your many beautiful 

buildings. You will give all these but neither your souls, nor your minds. If these gentlemen 

choose to occupy your homes, you will vacate them. If they do not give you free passage out, 

you will allow yourself, man, woman, and child, to be slaughtered, but you will refuse to owe 

allegiance to them my non-violence demands universal love, and you are not a small part of it. It 

is that love which has prompted my appeal to you.  

Economics  
Gandhi espoused an economic theory of simple living and self-sufficiency/import substitution, 

rather than generating exports like Japan and South Korea did. He envisioned a more agrarian 

India upon independence that would focus on meeting the material needs of its citizenry prior to 

generating wealth and industrialising. 

 

Khadi  
Gandhi also adopted the clothing style of most Indians in the early 20th century. His adoption of 

khadi, or homespun cloth, was intended to help eradicate the evils of poverty, social and 

economic discrimination. It was also aimed as a challenge to the contrast that he saw between 

most Indians, who were poor and traditional, and the richer classes of educated, liberal-minded 

Indians who had adopted Western mannerisms, clothing and practices. 

 

The clothing policy was designed to protest against the violence of British economic policies in 

India. Millions of poor Indian workers had been left unemployed and entrenched in poverty, 

owing to the industrialisation of cotton processing in Britain. Gandhi promoted khadi as a direct 

boycott of the Lancashire cotton industry, linking British imperialism to Indian poverty. He 

focused on persuading all members of the Indian National Congress to spend some time each day 

hand-spinning on the charkha (spinning wheel). In addition to its point as an economic 

campaign, the drive for hand-spinning was an attempt to connect the privileged Indian Brahmins 

and lawyers of Congress to connect with the mass of Indian peasantry. 



Many prominent figures of the Indian independence movement, including Motilal Nehru, were 

persuaded by Gandhi to renounce their smart London-made clothes in favour of khadi. 

Fasting 
To Gandhi, fasting was an important method of exerting mental control over base desires. In his 

autobiography, Gandhi analyses the need to fast to eradicate his desire for delicious, spicy food. 

He believed that abstention would diminish his sensual faculties, bringing the body increasingly 

under the mind's absolute control. Gandhi was opposed to the partaking of meat, alcohol, 

stimulants, salt and most spices, and also eliminated different types of cooking from the food he 

ate. 

Fasting would also put the body through unusual hardship, which Gandhi believed would cleanse 

the spirit by stimulating the courage to withstand all impulses and pain. Gandhi undertook a 

"Fast Unto Death" on three notable occasions: 

• when he wanted to stop all revolutionary activities after the Chauri Chaura incident of 

1922; 

• when he feared that the 1934 Communal Award giving separate electorates to 

Untouchable Hindus would politically divide the Hindu people; 

• and in 1947, when he wanted to stop the bloodshed between Hindus and Muslims in 

Bengal and Delhi. 

In all three cases, Gandhi was able to abandon his fast before death. There was some controversy 

over the 1934 fast, which brought him into conflict with the Untouchable leader B.R. Ambedkar. 

In the end, Gandhi and Ambedkar both made some concessions to negotiate the Poona Pact, 

which abandoned the call for separate electorates in turn for voluntary representation and a 

commitment to abolish untouchability. 

Gandhi also used the fasts as a penance, blaming himself for inciting Chauri Chaura and the 

divisive communal politics of both 1934 and 1947, especially the Partition of India. Gandhi 

sought to purify his soul and expiate his sins, in what he saw as his role in allowing terrible 

tragedies to happen. It took a heavy toll on his physical health and often brought him close to 

death. 



Religion 
Gandhi described his religious beliefs as being rooted in Hinduism and, in particular, the 

Bhagavad Gita: 

"Hinduism as I know it entirely satisfies my soul, fills my whole being. When doubts haunt me, 

when disappointments stare me in the face, and when I see not one ray of light on the horizon, I 

turn to the Bhagavad Gita, and find a verse to comfort me; and I immediately begin to smile in 

the midst of overwhelming sorrow. My life has been full of tragedies and if they have not left 

any visible and indelible effect on me, I owe it to the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita". 

He professed the philosophy of Hindu Universalism (also see Universalism), which maintains 

that all religions contain truth and therefore worthy of toleration and respect. It was articulated 

by Gandhi: 

"After long study and experience, I have come to the conclusion that all religions are true;  all 

religions have some error in them; all religions are almost as dear to me as my own Hinduism, in 

as much as all human beings should be as dear to one as one's own close relatives. My own 

veneration for other faiths is the same as that for my own faith; therefore no thought of 

conversion is possible."  

Gandhi believed that at the core of every religion was truth (satya), non-violence (ahimsa) and 

the Golden Rule. 

Despite his belief in Hinduism, Gandhi was also critical of many of the social practices of 

Hindus and sought to reform the religion. 

"Thus if I could not accept Christianity either as a perfect, or the greatest religion, neither was I 

then convinced of Hinduism being such. Hindu defects were pressingly visible to me. If 

untouchability could be a part of Hinduism, it could but be a rotten part or an excrescence. I 

could not understand the raison d’être of a multitude of sects and castes. What was the meaning 

of saying that the Vedas were the inspired Word of God? If they were inspired, why not also the 

Bible and the Koran? As Christian friends were endeavoring to convert me, so were Muslim 

friends. Abdullah Sheth had kept on inducing me to study Islam, and of course he had always 

something to say regarding its beauty". 



He then went on to say: 

"As soon as we lose the moral basis, we cease to be religious. There is no such thing as religion 

over-riding morality. Man, for instance, cannot be untruthful, cruel or incontinent and claim to 

have God on his side". 

Gandhi was critical of the hypocrisy in organised religion, rather than the principles on which 

they were based. 

The concept of Islamic jihad can also be taken to mean a nonviolent struggle or satyagraha, in 

the way Gandhi practiced it. On Islam he said: 

"The sayings of Muhammad are a treasure of wisdom, not only for Muslims but for all of 

mankind".  

Later in his life when he was asked whether he was a Hindu, he replied: 

"Yes I am. I am also a Christian, a Muslim, a Buddhist and a Jew". 

Gandhi's religious views are reflected in the hymns his group often sang: 

• Vaishnav Jan to Call them Vishnava, those who understand the sufferings of others... 

• Raghupati Raghava Raja Ram Call him Rama or God or Allah... 

  

Gandhi was assassinated in 1948, but his teachings and philosophy would play a major role in 

India's economic and social development and foreign relations for decades to come. 

Sarvodaya is a term meaning 'universal uplift' or 'progress of all'. It was coined by Gandhi in 

1908 as a title for his translation of John Ruskin's Unto This Last. Later, nonviolence leader 

Vinoba Bhave used the term to refer to the struggle of post-independence Gandhians to ensure 

that self-determination and equality reached the masses and the downtrodden. Sarvodaya 

workers associated with Vinoba, including Jaya Prakash Narayan and Dada Dharmadhikari, 

undertook various projects aimed at encouraging popular self-organisation during the 1950s and 

1960s. Many groups descended from these networks continue to function locally in India today. 



While the problem of the desperate poverty of tens of millions of landless farmers across the 

country had to be addressed, Gandhi did not believe that class warfare was inevitable, as 

Vladimir Lenin, Mao Zedong and Joseph Stalin did. Bhave and other Gandhi disciples organised 

the Bhoodan campaign encouraging landlords across the country to award land to their farmers. 

They were encouraged to acknowledge the desperate poverty and mistreatment of these farmers, 

to accept them as fellow Indians and their brethren. This peaceful land distribution program was 

frowned upon by supporters of free-market economics, the Communists and socialists alike, but 

did enjoy good successes. 

The Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, was often considered Gandhi's successor, 

although he was not religious and often disagreed with Gandhi. He was, however, deeply 

influenced by Gandhi personally as well as politically, and used his premiership to pursue 

ideological policies based on Gandhi's principles. 

Nehru's foreign policy was staunch anti-colonialism and neutrality in the Cold War. Nehru 

backed the independence movement in Tanzania and other African nations, as well as the 

American Civil Rights Movement led by Martin Luther King Jr. and the anti-apartheid struggle 

of Nelson Mandela and the African National Congress in South Africa. Nehru refused to align 

with either the United States or the Soviet Union, and helped found the Non-Aligned Movement. 

Nehru also pushed through major legislation that granted legal rights and freedoms to Indian 

women, and outlawed untouchability and many different kinds of social discrimination, in the 

face of strong opposition from orthodox Hindus. 

Not all of Nehru's policies were Gandhian. Nehru refused to condemn the USSR's 1956–57 

invasion of Hungary to put down an anti-communist, popular revolt. Some of his economic 

policies were criticised for removing the right of property and freedoms from the landowning 

peasants of Gujarat for whom Gandhi had fought in the early 1920s. Nehru's socialism 

sometimes conflicted with Gandhism. 

Nehru's biggest failure is often considered to be the 1962 Sino-Indian War, though his policy is 

said to have been inspired by Gandhian pacifism. In this instance, it led to the defeat of the 

Indian Army against a surprise Chinese invasion. Nehru had neglected the defence budget and 



disallowed the Army to prepare, which caught the soldiers in India's north eastern frontier off-

guard with lack of supplies and reinforcements. 

Freedom 
Gandhi's deep commitment and disciplined belief in non-violent civil disobedience as a way to 

oppose tyranny, oppression and injustice has inspired many subsequent political figures, 

including Martin Luther King Jr. of the United States, Julius Nyerere of Tanzania, Nelson 

Mandela and Steve Biko of South Africa, Lech Wałęsa of Poland and Aung San Suu Kyi of 

Myanmar. 

 

Gandhi's early life work in South Africa between the years 1910 and 1915, for the rights of 

Indian residents oppressed by the racist, white minority South African regime inspired the later 

work of the African National Congress (ANC). From the 1950s, the ANC organised non-violent 

civil disobedience akin to the campaign advanced by the Indian National Congress under the 

inspiration of Gandhi between the 1920s and 1940s. ANC activists braved the sticks and bullets 

of the police, water-hoses, tear gas and dogs to protest against tyranny, racism and oppression in 

South Africa. Many, especially Mandela, languished for decades in jail, while the world outside 

was divided in its effort to remove apartheid. Steve Biko, perhaps the most vocal adherent to 

non-violent civil resistance, was allegedly murdered in 1977 by agents of the regime. When the 

first universal, free elections were held in South Africa in 1994, the ANC was elected and 

Mandela became president. Mandela made a special visit to India and publicly honored Gandhi 

as the man who inspired the freedom struggle of black South Africans. Statues of Gandhi have 

been erected in Natal, Pretoria and Johannesburg. 

Martin Luther King Jr., a young Christian minister and leader of the American Civil Rights 

Movement seeking the liberation of African Americans from racial segregation in the American 

South, and also from economic and social injustice and political disenfranchisement, travelled to 

India in 1962 to meet Jawaharlal Nehru. The two discussed Gandhi's teachings, and the 

methodology of organising peaceful resistance. The graphic imagery of black protesters being 

hounded by police, beaten and brutalised, evoked admiration for King and the protesters across 

America and the world, and precipitated the 1964 Civil Rights Act. 



The non-violent Solidarity movement of Lech Wałęsa of Poland overthrew a Soviet-backed 

communist government after two decades of peaceful resistance and strikes in 1989, beginning 

the downfall of the Soviet Communist empire. 

Myanmar's Aung San Suu Kyi was put under house arrest, and her National League for 

Democracy suppressed in their non-violent quest for democracy and freedom in military-

controlled Myanmar. This struggle was inaugurated when the military dismissed the results of 

the 1991 democratic elections and imposed military rule. She was released in November 2010, 

when free elections were to be held. 

"Without truth, nothing"  

Mohandas Gandhi's early life was a series of personal struggles to decipher the truth about life's 

important issues and discover the true way of living. He admitted in his autobiography to hitting 

his wife when he was young, and indulging in carnal pleasures out of lust, jealousy and 

possessiveness, not genuine love. He had eaten meat, smoked a cigarette, and almost visited a 

prostitute. It was only after much personal turmoil and repeated failures that Gandhi developed 

his philosophy. 

Gandhi disliked having a cult following, and was averse to being addressed as Mahatma, 

claiming that he was not a perfect human being. 

In 1942, while he had already condemned Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini and the Japanese 

militarists, Gandhi took on an offensive in civil resistance, called the Quit India Movement, 

which was even more dangerous and definitive owing to its direct call for Indian independence. 

Gandhi did not see the British as defenders of freedom giving their continuance of imperialist 

domination in India. He did not feel a need to take sides with world powers. 

Gandhians 
There have been Muslim Gandhians, such as Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan, known as the "Frontier 

Gandhi"; under the influence of Gandhi, he organised the Pathans of the Northwest Frontier as 

early as 1919.Christian Gandhians include Horace Alexander and Martin Luther King. Jewish 

Gandhians include Gandhi's close associate Herman Kallenbach. Atheist Gandhians include 

Jawaharlal Nehru and Anna Hazare.  



 

Promotion of Gandhian Ideas 
Several journals have also been published to promote Gandhian ideas. One of most well-known 

is Gandhi Marg, an English-language journal published since 1957 by the Gandhi Peace 

Foundation.   

Criticism and controversy 

Gandhi's rigid ahimsa implies pacifism, and is thus a source of criticism from across the political 

spectrum. 

Concept of Partition 
As a rule, Gandhi was opposed to the concept of partition as it contradicted his vision of 

religious unity. Of the partition of India to create Pakistan, he wrote in Harijan on 6 October 

1946: 

The demand for Pakistan as put forth by the Moslem League is un-Islamic and I have not 

hesitated to call it sinful. Islam stands for unity and the brotherhood of mankind, not for 

disrupting the oneness of the human family. Therefore, those who want to divide India into 

possibly warring groups are enemies alike of India and Islam. They may cut me into pieces but 

they cannot make me subscribe to something which I consider to be wrong we must not cease to 

aspire, in spite of the wild talk, to befriend all Moslems and hold them fast as prisoners of our 

love. 

However, as Homer Jack notes of Gandhi's long correspondence with Jinnah on the topic of 

Pakistan: "Although Gandhi was personally opposed to the partition of India, he proposed an 

agreement which provided that the Congress and the Moslem League would cooperate to attain 

independence under a provisional government, after which the question of partition would be 

decided by a plebiscite in the districts having a Moslem majority."  

These dual positions on the topic of the partition of India opened Gandhi up to criticism from 

both Hindus and Muslims. Muhammad Ali Jinnah and contemporary Pakistanis condemned 

Gandhi for undermining Muslim political rights. Vinayak Damodar Savarkar and his allies 

condemned Gandhi, accusing him of politically appeasing Muslims while turning a blind eye to 

their atrocities against Hindus, and for allowing the creation of Pakistan (despite having publicly 



declared that "before partitioning India, my body will have to be cut into two pieces"). In 

contemporary times, Marxist academicians like Ayesha Jalal blame Gandhi and the Congress for 

being unwilling to share power with Muslims and thus hastening partition. Hindus such as Pravin 

Togadia and Narendra Modi have also criticised Gandhi's leadership and actions on this topic, 

although it is quite apparently politically motivated due to paradox with Rashtriya Swayam 

sevak Sangh (RSS) ideologies. Gandhi also came under some political fire for his criticism of 

those who attempted to achieve independence through more violent means. His refusal to protest 

against the hanging of Bhagat Singh, Sukhdev, Udham Singh and Raj guru were sources of 

condemnation among some parties. Economists, such as Jagdish Bhagwati, have criticized 

Gandhi's ideas of swadeshi. 

Of this criticism, Gandhi stated, "There was a time when people listened to me because I showed 

them how to give fight to the British without arms when they had no arms  but today I am told 

that my non-violence can be of no avail against the Hindu-Moslem riots and, therefore, people 

should arm themselves for self-defense."  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 2 

Religion 

  

 

  

Religion  
Religion is an organized collection of beliefs, cultural systems, and world views that relate 

humanity to an order of existence.  Many religions have narratives, symbols, and sacred histories 

that are intended to explain the meaning of life and/or to explain the origin of life or the 

Universe. From their beliefs about the cosmos and human nature, people derive morality, ethics, 

religious laws or a preferred lifestyle. According to some estimates, there are roughly 4,200 

religions in the world.  

Many religions may have organized behaviors, clergy, a definition of what constitutes adherence 

or membership, holy places, ands criptures. The practice of a religion may also include rituals, 

sermons, commemoration or veneration of a deity, gods or goddesses, sacrifices, festivals, feasts, 

trance, initiations, funerary services, matrimonial services, meditation, prayer, music, art, 

dance,public service or other aspects of human culture. Religions may also contain mythology.  

The word religion is sometimes used interchangeably with faith, belief system or sometimes set 

of duties; however, in the words of Émile Durkheim, religion differs from private belief in that it 

is "something eminently social".  A global 2012 poll reports that 59% of the world's population 



is religious, and 36% are not religious, including 13% who are atheists, with a 9 percent decrease 

in religious belief from 2005. On average, women are more religious than men.  Some people 

follow multiple religions or multiple religious principles at the same time, regardless of whether 

or not the religious principles they follow traditionally allow for syncretism.  

 Etymology 

Religion (from O.Fr. religion "religious community," from L. religion (nom. religion) "respect 

for what is sacred, reverence for the gods,"  "obligation, the bond between man and the gods”) is 

derived from the Latin religion, the ultimate origins of which are obscure. One possibility is an 

interpretation traced to Cicero, connecting lego "read", i.e. re (again) lego in the sense of 

"choose", "go over again" or "consider carefully". Modern scholars such as Tom Harpur and 

Joseph Campbell favor the derivation from ligare" bind, connect", probably from a prefixed re-

ligare, i.e. re (again) + ligare or "to reconnect," which was made prominent by St. Augustine, 

following the interpretation of Lactantius.  The medieval usage alternates with order in 

designating bonded communities like those of monastic orders: "we hear of the 'religion' of the 

Golden Fleece, of a knight 'of the religion of Avys'".  

 

According to the philologist Max Müller, the root of the English word "religion", the Latin 

religion, was originally used to mean only "reverence for God or the gods, careful pondering of 

divine things, piety" (which Cicero further derived to mean "diligence").  Max Müller 

characterized many other cultures around the world, including Egypt, Persia, and India, as 

having a similar power structure at this point in history. What is called ancient religion today, 

they would have only called "law" 

Many languages have words that can be translated as "religion", but they may use them in a very 

different way, and some have no word for religion at all. For example, the Sanskrit word dharma, 

sometimes translated as "religion", also means law. Throughout classical South Asia, the study 

of law consisted of concepts such as penance through piety and ceremonial as well as practical 

traditions. Medieval Japan at first had a similar union between "imperial law" and universal or 

"Buddha law", but these later became independent sources of power.  



There is no precise equivalent of "religion" in Hebrew, and Judaism does not distinguish clearly 

between religious, national, racial, or ethnic identities.[20] One of its central concepts is 

"halakha", sometimes translated as "law"", which guides religious practice and belief and many 

aspects of daily life. 

The use of other terms, such as obedience to God or Islam are likewise grounded in particular 

histories and vocabularies.  

Definitions 
There are numerous definitions of religion and only a few are stated here. The typical dictionary 

definition of religion refers to a "belief in, or the worship of, a god or gods"  or the "service and 

worship of God or the supernatural".  However, writers and scholars have expanded upon the 

"belief in god" definitions as insufficient to capture the diversity of religious thought and 

experience.  

 

Urarina Shaman, Peru, 1988 

Edward Burnett Tylor defined religion as "the belief in spiritual beings". He argued, back in 

1871, that narrowing the definition to mean the belief in a supreme deity or judgment after death 

or idolatryand so on, would exclude many peoples from the category of religious, and thus "has 

the fault of identifying religion rather with particular developments than with the deeper motive 

which underlies them". He also argued that the belief in spiritual beings exists in all known 

societies. 



The anthropologist Clifford Geertz defined religion as a "system of symbols which acts to 

establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating 

conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of 

factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic." Alluding perhaps to Tylor's 

"deeper motive", Geertz remarked that "we have very little idea of how, in empirical terms, this 

particular miracle is accomplished. We just know that it is done, annually, weekly, daily, for 

some people almost hourly; and we have an enormous ethnographic literature to demonstrate it”. 

The theologian Antoine Vergote also emphasized the "cultural reality" of religion, which he 

defined as "the entirety of the linguistic expressions, emotions and, actions and signs that refer to 

a supernatural being or supernatural beings"; he took the term "supernatural" simply to mean 

whatever transcends the powers of nature or human agency.  

The sociologist Durkheim, in his seminal book The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, 

defined religion as a "unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things". By sacred 

things he meant things "set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one 

single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them". Sacred things are not, 

however, limited to gods or spirits.  On the contrary, a sacred thing can be "a rock, a tree, a 

spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a house, in a word, anything can be sacred".  Religious beliefs, 

myths, dogmas and legends are the representations that express the nature of these sacred things, 

and the virtues and powers which are attributed to them.  

In his book  The Varieties of Religious Experience , the psychologist William James defined 

religion as "the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they 

apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine".  By the 

term "divine" James meant "any object that is godlike, whether it be a concrete deity or not" to 

which the individual feels impelled to respond with solemnity and gravity.  

Echoes of James' and Durkheim's definitions are to be found in the writings of, for example, 

Frederick Ferré who defined religion as "one's way of valuing most comprehensively and 

intensively".  Similarly, for the theologian Paul Tillich, faith is "the state of being ultimately 

concerned", which "is itself religion. Religion is the substance, the ground, and the depth of 

man's spiritual life." Friedrich Schleiermacher in the late 18th century defined religion as das 

schlechthinnige Abhängigkeitsgefühl, commonly translated as "a feeling of absolute 



dependence".  His contemporary Hegel disagreed thoroughly, defining religion as "the Divine 

Spirit becoming conscious of Himself through the finite spirit."  

When religion is seen in terms of "sacred", "divine", intensive "valuing", or "ultimate concern", 

then it is possible to understand why scientific findings and philosophical criticisms (e.g. Richard 

Dawkins) do not necessarily disturb its adherents.  

Theories of religion 

 Origins and development 

 

 

The Yazılıkaya sanctuary in Turkey, with the twelve gods of the underworld 

The origin of religion is uncertain. There are a number of theories regarding the subsequent 

origins of organized religious practices. 

According to anthropologists John Monaghan and Peter Just, "Many of the great world religions 

appear to have begun as revitalization movements of some sort, as the vision of a charismatic 

prophet fires the imaginations of people seeking a more comprehensive answer to their problems 

than they feel is provided by everyday beliefs. Charismatic individuals have emerged at many 

times and places in the world. It seems that the key to long-term success – and many movements 

come and go with little long-term effect – has relatively little to do with the prophets, who appear 

with surprising regularity, but more to do with the development of a group of supporters who are 

able to institutionalize the movement." 



The development of religion has taken different forms in different cultures. Some religions place 

an emphasis on belief, while others emphasize practice. Some religions focus on the subjective 

experience of the religious individual, while others consider the activities of the religious 

community to be most important. Some religions claim to be universal, believing their laws and 

cosmology to be binding for everyone, while others are intended to be practiced only by a 

closely defined or localized group. In many places religion has been associated with public 

institutions such as education, hospitals, the family, government, and political hierarchies.  

Anthropologists John Monoghan and Peter Just state that, "it seems apparent that one thing 

religion or belief helps us do is deal with problems of human life that are significant, persistent, 

and intolerable. One important way in which religious beliefs accomplish this is by providing a 

set of ideas about how and why the world is put together that allows people to accommodate 

anxieties and deal with misfortune."  

Social constructionism 
One modern academic theory of religion, social constructionism, says that religion is a modern 

concept that suggests all spiritual practice and worship follows a model similar to the Abrahamic 

religions as an orientation system that helps to interpret reality and define human beings, Among 

the main proponents of this theory of religion are Daniel Dubuisson, Timothy Fitzgerald, Talal 

Asad, and Jason Ānanda Josephson. The social constructionists argue that religion is a modern 

concept that developed from Christianity and was then applied inappropriately to non-Western 

cultures. 

Daniel Dubuisson, a French anthropologist, says that the idea of religion has changed a lot over 

time and that one cannot fully understand its development by relying on consistent use of the 

term, which "tends to minimize or cancel out the role of history". "What the West and the history 

of religions in its wake have objectified under the name 'religion'", he says, “is ... something 

quite unique, which could be appropriate only to itself and its own history."  He notes that St. 

Augustine's definition of religion differed from the way we used the modern word "religion".  

Dubuisson prefers the term "cosmographic formation" to religion. Dubuisson says that, with the 

emergence of religion as a category separate from culture and society, there arose religious 

studies. The initial purpose of religious studies was to demonstrate the superiority of the "living" 

or "universal" European world view to the "dead" or "ethnic" religions scattered throughout the 



rest of the world, expanding the teleological project of Schleiermacher and Tiele to a worldwide 

ideal religiousness. Due to shifting theological currents, this was eventually supplanted by a 

liberal-ecumenical interest in searching for Western-style universal truths in every cultural 

tradition.  

According to Fitzgerald, religion is not a universal feature of all cultures, but rather a particular 

idea that first developed in Europe under the influence of Christianity.[46] Fitzgerald argues that 

from about the 4th century CE Western Europe and the rest of the world diverged. As 

Christianity became commonplace, the charismatic authority identified by Augustine, a quality 

we might today call "religiousness", exerted a commanding influence at the local level. As the 

Church lost its dominance during the Protestant Reformation and Christianity became closely 

tied to political structures, religion was recast as the basis of national sovereignty, and religious 

identity gradually became a less universal sense of spirituality and more divisive, locally defined, 

and tied to nationality It was at this point that "religion" was dissociated with universal beliefs 

and moved closer to dogma in both meaning and practice. However there was not yet the idea of 

dogma as a personal choice, only of established churches. With the Enlightenment religion lost 

its attachment to nationality, says Fitzgerald, but rather than becoming a universal social attitude, 

it now became a personal feeling or emotion.  

Asad argues that before the word "religion" came into common usage, Christianity was a 

disciplina, a "rule" just like that of the Roman Empire. This idea can be found in the writings of 

St. Augustine (354–430). Christianity was then a power structure opposing and superseding 

human institutions, a literal Kingdom of Heaven. It was the discipline taught by one's family, 

school, church, and city authorities, rather than something calling one to self-discipline through 

symbols.  

These ideas are developed by S. N. Balagangadhara. In the Age of Enlightenment, 

Balagangadhara says that the idea of Christianity as the purest expression of spirituality was 

supplanted by the concept of "religion" as a worldwide practice.  This caused such ideas as 

religious freedom, a reexamination of classical philosophy as an alternative to Christian thought, 

and more radically Deism among intellectuals such as Voltaire. Much like Christianity, the idea 

of "religious freedom" was exported around the world as a civilizing technique, even to regions 

such as India that had never treated spirituality as a matter of political identity.  



More recently, in The Invention of Religion in Japan, Josephson has argued that while the 

concept of “religion” was Christian in its early formulation, non-Europeans (such as the 

Japanese) did not just acquiesce and passively accept the term's meaning. Instead they worked to 

interpret "religion" (and its boundaries) strategically to meet their own agendas and staged these 

new meanings for a global audience. In nineteenth century Japan, Buddhism was radically 

transformed from a pre-modern philosophy of natural law into a "religion," as Japanese leaders 

worked to address domestic and international political concerns. In summary, Josephson argues 

that the European encounter with other cultures has led to a partial de-Christianization of the 

category religion. Hence "religion" has come to refer to a confused collection of traditions with 

no possible coherent definition.  

 

 

Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism are one, a painting in the litang style portraying three men 

laughing by a river stream, 12th century, Song Dynasty 

George Lind beck, a Lutheran and a post liberal theologian (but not a social constructionist), says 

that religion does not refer to belief in "God" or a transcendent Absolute, but rather to "a kind of 

cultural and/or linguistic framework or medium that shapes the entirety of life and thought ... it is 

similar to an idiom that makes possible the description of realities, the formulation of beliefs, and 

the experiencing of inner attitudes, feelings, and sentiments.”  

Comparative religion 
Nicholas de Lange, Professor of Hebrew and Jewish Studies at Cambridge University, says that 

"The comparative study of religions is an academic discipline which has been developed within 

Christian theology faculties, and it has a tendency to force widely differing phenomena into a 
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philosophy, or even calling a given practice religious, rather than cultural, political, or social in 

nature, is limited. The current state of psychological study about the nature of religiousness 

suggests that it is better to refer to religion as a largely invariant phenomenon that should be 

distinguished from cultural norms (i.e. "religions").  

Some academics studying the subject have divided religions into three broad categories: 

1. world religions, a term which refers to trans cultural, international faiths; 

2. indigenous religions, which refers to smaller, culture-specific or nation-specific religious 

groups; and 

3. new religious movements, which refers to recently developed faiths.  

Interfaith cooperation 
Because religion continues to be recognized in Western thought as a universal impulse, many 

religious practitioners have aimed to band together in interfaith dialogue, cooperation, 

and religious peace building. The first major dialogue was the Parliament of the World's 

Religions at the 1893 Chicago World's Fair, which remains notable even today both in affirming 

"universal values" and recognition of the diversity of practices among different cultures. The 

20th century has been especially fruitful in use of interfaith dialogue as a means of solving 

ethnic, political, or even religious conflict, with Christian–Jewish reconciliation representing a 

complete reverse in the attitudes of many Christian communities towards Jews. 

Recent interfaith initiatives include "A Common Word", launched in 2007 and focused on 

bringing Muslim and Christian leaders together, the "C1 World Dialogue", the "Common 

Ground" initiative between Islam and Buddhism, and a United Nations sponsored "World 

Interfaith Harmony Week".  

 

Religious groups 
 The list of still-active religious movements given here is an attempt to summarize the most 

important regional and philosophical influences on local communities, but it is by no means a 

complete description of every religious community, nor does it explain the most important 

elements of individual religiousness. 



The five largest religious groups by world population, estimated to account for 5 billion people, 

are Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism (with the relative numbers for Buddhism and 

Hinduism dependent on the extent of syncretism) and Chinese folk religion. 

Five largest religions Adherents in 2000   
 % of world 

population  
Demographics 

Christianity 2.0 billion 33% Christianity by country 

Islam 1.2 billion 19.6% Islam by country 

Hinduism 811 million 13.4% Hinduism by country 

Chinese folk religion 385 million 6.4% Chinese folk religion 

Buddhism 360 million 5.9% Buddhism by country 

 

Abrahamic 

 

  

Abrahamic religions are monotheistic religions which believe they descend from Abraham. 

• Judaism is the oldest Abrahamic religion, originating in the people of ancient Israel and 

Judea. Judaism is based primarily on the Torah, a text which some Jews believe was 

handed down to the people of Israel through the prophet Moses. This along with the rest 

of the Hebrew Bible and the Talmud are the central texts of Judaism. The Jewish 



people were scattered after the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE. Today 

there are about 13 million Jews, about 40 per cent living in Israel and 40 per cent in the 

United States.  

• Christianity is based on the life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth (1st century) as 

presented in the New Testament. The Christian faith is essentially faith in Jesus as 

the Christ, the Son of God, and as Savior and Lord. Almost all Christians believe in 

the Trinity, which teaches the unity of Father, Son (Jesus Christ), and Holy Spirit as three 

persons in one Godhead. Most Christians can describe their faith with the Nicene Creed. 

As the religion of Byzantine Empire in the first millennium and of Western 

Europe during the time of colonization, Christianity has been propagated throughout the 

world. The main divisions of Christianity are, according to the number of adherents: 

• Catholic Church, headed by the Pope in Rome, is a communion of the Western 

church and 22 Eastern Catholic churches. 

• Protestantism, separated from the Catholic Church in the 16th-

century Reformation and split in many denominations, 

• Eastern Christianity, which include Eastern Orthodoxy, Oriental Orthodoxy, and 

the Church of the East. 

There are other smaller groups, such as Jehovah's Witnesses and the Latter Day Saint movement, 

whose inclusion in Christianity is sometimes disputed.  

 

 

Muslims circumambulating the Kaaba, the most sacred site in Islam 



• Islam is based on the Quran, one of the holy books considered by Muslims to 

be revealed by Abrahamic religions are monotheistic religions which believe they 

descend from Abraham. 

• Judaism is the oldest Abrahamic religion, originating in the people of ancient Israel and 

Judea. Judaism is based primarily on the Torah, a text which some Jews believe was 

handed down to the people of Israel through the prophet Moses. This along with the rest 

of the Hebrew Bible and the Talmud are the central texts of Judaism. The Jewish people 

were scattered after the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE. Today there are 

about 13 million Jews, about 40 per cent living in Israel and 40 per cent in the United 

States.  

• Christianity is based on the life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth (1st century) as 

presented in the New Testament. The Christian faith is essentially faith in Jesus as the 

Christ, the Son of God, and as Savior and Lord. Almost all Christians believe in the 

Trinity, which teaches the unity of Father, Son (Jesus Christ), and Holy Spirit as three 

persons in one Godhead. Most Christians can describe their faith with the Nicene Creed. 

As the religion of Byzantine Empire in the first millennium and of Western Europe 

during the time of colonization, Christianity has been propagated throughout the world. 

The main divisions of Christianity are, according to the number of adherents: 

• Catholic Church, headed by the Pope in Rome, is a communion of the Western church 

and 22 Eastern Catholic churches. 

• Protestantism, separated from the Catholic Church in the 16th-century Reformation and 

split in many denominations, 

• Eastern Christianity, which include Eastern Orthodoxy, Oriental Orthodoxy, and the 

Church of the East. 

• There are other smaller groups, such as Jehovah's Witnesses and the Latter Day Saint 

movement, whose inclusion in Christianity is sometimes disputed. God, and on 

the teachings of the Islamic prophet Muhammad, a major political and religious figure of 

the 7th century CE. Islam is the most widely practiced religion of Southeast Asia, North 



Africa, Western Asia, and Central Asia, while Muslim-majority countries also exist in 

parts of South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Southeast Europe. There are also 

several Islamic republics, including Iran, Pakistan, Mauritania, and Afghanistan. 

• Sunni Islam is the largest denomination within Islam and follows the Quran, the 

hadiths which record the Sunnah, whilst placing emphasis on the sahabah. 

• Shia Islam is the second largest denomination of Islam and its adherents believe 

that Alisucceeded prophet Muhammad and further places emphasis on prophet 

Muhammad’s family. 

• Other denominations of Islam include Ahmadiyya, Nation of Islam, Ibadi, Sufism, 

Quranism, Mahdavia, and non-denominational Muslims. Wahhabism is the dominant 

Muslim schools of thought in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 

• The Bahá'í Faith is an Abrahamic religion founded in 19th century Iran and since then 

has spread worldwide. It teaches unity of all religious philosophies and accepts all of the 

prophets of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam as well as additional prophets including its 

founder Baha’u’llah. 

• Smaller regional Abrahamic groups, including Samaritanism (primarily in Israel and the 

West Bank), the Rastafari movement (primarily in Jamaica), and Druze (primarily in 

Syria and Lebanon). 

 

 

Iranian 

 



 

Zoroastrian Fire Temple 
Iranian religions are ancient religions whose roots predate the Islamization of Greater Iran. 

Nowadays these religions are practiced only by minorities. 

 

• Zoroastrianism is a religion and philosophy based on the teachings of prophet Zoroaster 

in the 6th century BC. The Zoroastrians worship the Creator Ahura Mazda. In 

Zoroastrianism good and evil have distinct sources, with evil trying to destroy the 

creation of Mazda, and good trying to sustain it. 

• Mandaeism is a monotheistic religion with a strongly dualistic worldview. Mandaeans are 

sometime labeled as the "Last Gnostics". 

• Kurdish religions include the traditional beliefs of the Yazidi, Alevi, and Ahl-e Haqq. 

Sometimes these are labeled Yazdânism. 

Indian 

 

  

 

Hindu statue of Rama in Kalaram Temple (India) 



 

 

Fresco of Guru Nanak at Goindwal Sahib Gurdwara Indian religions are practiced or were 

founded in the Indian subcontinent. They are sometimes classified as the dharmic religions, as 

they all feature dharma, the specific law of reality and duties expected according to the religion.  

• Hinduism is a synecdoche describing the similar philosophies of Vaishnavism, Shaivism, 

and related groups practiced or founded in the Indian subcontinent. Concepts most of 

them share in common include karma, caste, reincarnation, mantras, yantras, and darśana. 

Hinduism is the most ancient of still-active religions, with origins perhaps as far back as 

prehistoric times. Hinduism is not a monolithic religion but a religious category 

containing dozens of separate philosophies amalgamated as Sanātana Dharma, which is 

the name with whom Hinduism has been known throughout history by its followers. 

• Jainism, taught primarily by Parsva (9th century BCE) and Mahavira (6th century BCE), 

is an ancient Indian religion that prescribes a path of non-violence for all forms of living 

beings in this world. Jains are found mostly in India. 

• Buddhism was founded by Siddhartha Gautama in the 6th century BCE. Buddhists 

generally agree that Gautama aimed to help sentient beings end their suffering 

(dukkha) by understanding the true nature of phenomena, thereby escaping the cycle of 

suffering and rebirth, that is, achieving Nirvana. 

• Theravada Buddhism, which is practiced mainly in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia 

alongside folk religion, shares some characteristics of Indian religions. It is based 

in a large collection of texts called the Pali Canon. 



• Mahayana Buddhism (or the "Great Vehicle") under which are a multitude of 

doctrines that began their development in China and are still relevant in 

Vietnam, Korea, Japan and to a lesser extent in Europe and the United States. 

Mahayana Buddhism includes such disparate teachings as Zen, Pure Land, 

and Soka Gakkai. 

• Vajrayana Buddhism first appeared in India in the 3rd century CE.  It is currently 

most prominent in the Himalaya regions and extends across all of Asia  

• Two notable new Buddhist sects are Hòa Hảo and the Dalit Buddhist movement, 

which were developed separately in the 20th century. 

Sikhism is a monotheistic religion founded on the teachings of Guru Nanak and ten successive 

Sikh gurus in 15th century Punjab. It is the fifth-largest organized religion in the world, with 

approximately 30 million Sikhs. Sikhs are expected to embody the qualities of a Sant-Sipāhī—a 

saint-soldier, have control over one's internal vices and be able to be constantly immersed in 

virtues clarified in the Guru Granth Sahib. The principal beliefs of Sikhs are faith in Waheguru—

represented by the phrase ik ōakār, meaning one God, who prevails in everything, along with a 

praxis in which the Sikh is enjoined to engage in social reform through the pursuit of justice for 

all human beings. 

 

African traditional 
African traditional religion encompasses the traditional religious beliefs of people in Africa. 

There are also notable African diasporic religions practiced in the Americas. 

North Africa: 

• Traditional Berber religion (Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya) 

• Ancient Egyptian religion (Egypt, Sudan) 

Northeast Africa: 

• Waaq (Horn of Africa) 

• West Africa: 



• Akan religion (Ghana) 

• Dahomey (Fon) mythology (Benin) 

• Efik mythology (Nigeria, Cameroon) 

• Odinani of the Igbo people (Nigeria, Cameroon) 

• Serer religion (Senegal, Gambia) 

• Yoruba religion (Nigeria, Benin) 

Central Africa: 

• Bantu mythology (Central, Southeast, and Southern Africa) 

• Bushongo mythology (Congo) 

• Mbuti (Pygmy) mythology (Congo) 

• Lugbara mythology (Congo) 

• Dinka religion (South Sudan) 

• Lotuko mythology (South Sudan) 

Southeast Africa: 

• Bantu mythology (Central, Southeast, and Southern Africa) 

• Akamba mythology (Kenya) 

• Masai mythology (Kenya, Tanzania) 

• Malagasy mythology (Madagascar) 

Southern Africa: 

• Bantu mythology (Central, Southeast, and Southern Africa) 

• Saan religion (South Africa) 



• Lozi mythology (Zambia) 

• Tumbuka mythology (Malawi) 

• Zulu mythology (South Africa) 

Diaspora: 

  

• Santeria (Cuba) 

• Candomble (Brazil) 

• Vodun (Haiti, United States) 

• Lucumi (Caribbean) 

• Umbanda (Brazil) 

• Macumba (Brazil) 

Folk 
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the place of their founding. The largest religious movements centered in Japan include 

Soka Gakkai, Tenrikyo, and Seicho-No-Ie among hundreds of smaller groups. 

• Cao Đài is a syncretistic, monotheistic religion, established in Vietnam in 1926. 

• Raëlism is a new religious movement founded in 1974 teaching that humans were created 

by aliens. It is numerically the world's largest UFO religion. 

• Hindu reform movements, such as Ayyavazhi, Swaminarayan Faith and Ananda Marga, 

are examples of new religious movements within Indian religions. 

• Unitarian Universalism is a religion characterized by support for a "free and responsible 

search for truth and meaning", and has no accepted creed or theology. 

• Noahidism is a Biblical-Talmudic and monotheistic ideology for non-Jews based on the 

Seven Laws of Noah, and on their traditional interpretations within Judaism. 

• Scientology teaches that people are immortal beings who have forgotten their true nature. 

Its method of spiritual rehabilitation is a type of counseling known as auditing, in which 

practitioners aim to consciously re-experience and understand painful or traumatic events 

and decisions in their past in order to free themselves of their limiting effects. 

• Eckankar is a pantheistic religion with the purpose of making God an everyday reality in 

one's life. 

• Wicca is a neo-pagan religion first popularised in 1954 by British civil servant Gerald 

Gardner, involving the worship of a God and Goddess. 

• Druidry is a religion promoting harmony with nature, and drawing on the practices of the 

druids. 

• Satanism is a broad category of religions that, for example, worship Satan as a deity 

(Theistic Satanism) or use "Satan" as a symbol of carnality and earthly values ( LaVeyan 

Satanism ). 
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The authors of a subsequent study concluded that the influence of religion on health is "largely 

beneficial", based on a review of related literature. According to academic James W. Jones, 

several studies have discovered "positive correlations between religious belief and practice and 

mental and physical health and longevity."   

An analysis of data from the 1998 US General Social Survey, whilst broadly confirming that 

religious activity was associated with better health and well-being, also suggested that the role of 

different dimensions of spirituality/religiosity in health is rather more complicated. The results 

suggested "that it may not be appropriate to generalize findings about the relationship between 

spirituality/religiosity and health from one form of spirituality/religiosity to another, across 

denominations, or to assume effects are uniform for men and women.  

Violence 

  

  

 

The Crusades were a series of a military campaigns fought mainly between Christian 

Europe and Muslims. Shown here is a battle scene from the First Crusade. 



Charles Selengut characterizes the phrase "religion and violence" as "jarring", asserting that 

"religion is thought to be opposed to violence and a force for peace and reconciliation. He 

acknowledges, however, that "the history and scriptures of the world's religions tell stories of 

violence and war as they speak of peace and love."  

Hector Avalos argues that, because religions claim divine favor for themselves, over and against 

other groups, this sense of righteousness leads to violence because conflicting claims to 

superiority, based on unverifiable appeals to God, cannot be adjudicated objectively.  

Critics of religion Christopher Hitchens and Richard Dawkins go further and argue that religions 

do tremendous harm to society by using violence to promote their goals, in ways that are 

endorsed and exploited by their leaders.  

Regina Schwartz argues that all monotheistic religions are inherently violent because of an 

exclusivism that inevitably fosters violence against those that are considered outsiders. Lawrence 

Wechsler asserts that Schwartz isn't just arguing that Abrahamic religions have a violent legacy, 

but that the legacy is actually genocidal in nature.  

Byron Bland asserts that one of the most prominent reasons for the "rise of the secular in 

Western thought" was the reaction against the religious violence of the 16th and 17th centuries. 

He asserts that "(t)he secular was a way of living with the religious differences that had produced 

so much horror. Under secularity, political entities have a warrant to make decisions independent 

from the need to enforce particular versions of religious orthodoxy. Indeed, they may run counter 

to certain strongly held beliefs if made in the interest of common welfare. Thus, one of the 

important goals of the secular is to limit violence."  

Nonetheless, believers have used similar arguments when responding to atheists in these 

discussions, pointing to the widespread imprisonment and mass murder of individuals 

under atheist states in the twentieth century:  

And who can deny that Stalin and Mao, not to mention Pol Pot and a host of others, all 

committed atrocities in the name of a Communist ideology that was explicitly atheistic? Who can 

dispute that they did their bloody deeds by claiming to be establishing a 'new man' and a 

religion-free utopia? These were mass murders performed with atheism as a central part of their 



ideological inspiration, they were not mass murders done by people who simply happened to be 

atheist. 

—Dinesh D'Souza 

In response to such a line of argument, however, author Sam Harris writes: 

The problem with fascism and communism, however, is not that they are too critical of religion; 

the problem is that they are too much like religions. Such regimes are dogmatic to the core and 

generally give rise to personality cults that are indistinguishable from cults of religious hero 

worship. Auschwitz, the gulag and the killing fields were not examples of what happens when 

human beings reject religious dogma; they are examples of political, racial and nationalistic 

dogma run amok. There is no society in human history that ever suffered because its people 

became too reasonable. 

—Sam Harris  

Richard Dawkins has stated that Stalin's atrocities were influenced not by atheism but by 

dogmatic Marxism, and concludes that while Stalin and Mao happened to be atheists, they did 

not do their deeds in the name of atheism. On other occasions, Dawkins has replied to the 

argument that Adolf Hitler and Josef Stalin were antireligious with the response that Hitler and 

Stalin also grew moustaches, in an effort to show the argument as fallacious. Instead, Dawkins 

argues in The God Delusion that "What matters is not whether Hitler and Stalin were atheists, 

but whether atheism systematically influences people to do bad things. There is not the smallest 

evidence that it does." Dawkins adds that Hitler in fact, repeatedly affirmed a strong belief in 

Christianity, but that his atrocities were no more attributable to his theism than Stalin's or Mao's 

were to their atheism. In all three cases, he argues, the perpetrators' level of religiosity was 

incidental. D'Souza responds that an individual need not explicitly invoke atheism in committing 

atrocities if it is already implied in his worldview, as is the case in Marxism.  
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There are laws and statutes that make reference to religion. This has led scholar Winnifred 

Sullivan to claims that religious freedom is impossible. Others argue that the Western legal 

principle of separation of church and state tends to engender a new, more inclusive civil religion.  

Science 
Religious knowledge, according to religious practitioners, may be gained from religious 

leaders, sacred texts, scriptures, or personal revelation. Some religions view such knowledge as 

unlimited in scope and suitable to answer any question; others see religious knowledge as 

playing a more restricted role, often as a complement to knowledge gained through physical 

observation. Adherents to various religious faiths often maintain that religious knowledge 

obtained via sacred texts or revelation is absolute and infallible and thereby creates an 

accompanying religious cosmology, although the proof for such is often tautological and 

generally limited to the religious texts and revelations that form the foundation of their belief. 

In contrast, the scientific method gains knowledge by testing hypotheses to 

develop theories through elucidation of facts or evaluation by experiments and thus only 

answers cosmological questions about the universe that can be observed and measured. It 

develops theories of the world which best fit physically observed evidence. All scientific 

knowledge is subject to later refinement, or even outright rejection, in the face of additional 

evidence. Scientific theories that have an overwhelming preponderance of favorable evidence are 

often treated as de facto verities in general parlance, such as the theories of general 

relativity and natural selection to explain respectively the mechanisms of gravity and evolution. 



Regarding religion and science, Albert Einstein states (1940): "For science can only ascertain 

what is, but not what should be, and outside of its domain value judgments of all kinds remain 

necessary. Religion, on the other hand, deals only with evaluations of human thought and action; 

it cannot justifiably speak of facts and relationships between facts…Now, even though the 

realms of religion and science in themselves are clearly marked off from each other, nevertheless 

there exist between the two strong reciprocal relationships and dependencies. Though religion 

may be that which determine the goals, it has, nevertheless, learned from science, in the broadest 

sense, what means will contribute to the attainment of the goals it has set up."   

Animal sacrifice 
Animal sacrifice is the ritual killing and offering of an animal to appease or maintain favor with 

a deity. Such forms of sacrifice are practiced within many religions around the world and have 

appeared historically in almost all cultures. 

Related forms of thought 

Superstition 
Superstition has been described as "the incorrect establishment of cause and effect" or a false 

conception of causation Religion is more complex and includes social institutions and morality. 

But religions may include superstitions or make use of magical thinking. Adherents of one 

religion sometimes think of other religions as superstition. Some atheists, deists, 

and skeptics regard religious belief as superstition. 

Greek and Roman pagans, who saw their relations with the gods in political and social terms, 

scorned the man who constantly trembled with fear at the thought of the gods (deisidaimonia), as 

a slave might fear a cruel and capricious master. The Romans called such fear of the 

gods superstitio. Early Christianity was outlawed as a superstitio Iudaica, a "Jewish superstition", 

by Domitian in the 80s AD. In AD 425, when Rome had become Christian, Theodosius 

II outlawed pagan traditions as superstitious. 

The Roman Catholic Church considers superstition to be sinful in the sense that it denotes a lack 

of trust in the divine providence of God and, as such, is a violation of the first of the Ten 

Commandments. The Catechism of the Catholic Church states that superstition "in some sense 

represents a perverse excess of religion". "Superstition," it says, "is a deviation of religious 



feeling and of the practices this feeling imposes. It can even affect the worship we offer the true 

God, e.g., when one attributes an importance in some way magical to certain practices otherwise 

lawful or necessary. To attribute the efficacy of prayers or of sacramental signs to their mere 

external performance, apart from the interior dispositions that they demand is to fall into 

superstition. Cf. Matthew 23:16-22"  

 

Myth 
The word myth has several meanings. 

1. A traditional story of ostensibly historical events that serves to unfold part of the world 

view of a people or explain a practice, belief, or natural phenomenon; 

2. A person or thing having only an imaginary or unverifiable existence; or 

3. A metaphor for the spiritual potentiality in the human being.  

Ancient polytheistic religions, such as those of Greece, Rome, and Scandinavia, are usually 

categorized under the heading of mythology. Religions of pre-industrial peoples, or cultures in 

development, are similarly called "myths" in the anthropology of religion. The term "myth" can 

be used pejoratively by both religious and non-religious people. By defining another person's 

religious stories and beliefs as mythology, one implies that they are less real or true than one's 

own religious stories and beliefs. Joseph Campbell remarked, "Mythology is often thought of 

as other people's religions, and religion can be defined as mis-interpreted mythology."  

In sociology, however, the term myth has a non-pejorative meaning. There, myth is defined as a 

story that is important for the group whether or not it is objectively or provably true. Examples 

include the death and resurrection of Jesus, which, to Christians, explains the means by which 

they are freed from sin and is also ostensibly a historical event. But from a mythological outlook, 

whether or not the event actually occurred is unimportant. Instead, the symbolism of the death of 

an old "life" and the start of a new "life" is what is most significant. Religious believers may or 

may not accept such symbolic interpretations. 

 



Secularism and irreligion 

  

  

Ranjit Singh established secular rule over Punjab in the early 19th century. 

The terms "atheist" (lack of belief in any gods) and "agnostic" (belief in the unknowability of the 

existence of gods), though specifically contrary to theistic (e.g. Christian, Jewish, and Muslim) 

religious teachings, do not by definition mean the opposite of "religious". There are religions 

(including Buddhism and Taoism), in fact, that classify some of their followers as agnostic, 

atheistic, or nontheistic. The true opposite of "religious" is the word 

"irreligious". Irreligion describes an absence of any religion; anti religion describes an active 

opposition or aversion toward religions in general. 

As religion became a more personal matter in Western culture, discussions of society became 

more focused on political and scientific meaning, and religious attitudes (dominantly Christian) 

were increasingly seen as irrelevant for the needs of the European world. On the political 

side, Ludwig Feuerbach recast Christian beliefs in light of humanism, paving the way for Karl 

Marx's famous characterization of religion as "the opium of the people". Meanwhile, in the 

scientific community, T.H. Huxley in 1869 coined the term "agnostic," a term—subsequently 

adopted by such figures as Robert Ingersoll—that, while directly conflicting with and novel to 

Christian tradition, is accepted and even embraced in some other religions. Later, Bertrand 

Russell told the world Why I Am Not a Christian, which influenced several later authors to 

discuss their breakaway from their own religious upbringings from Islam to Hinduism. 



Some atheists also construct parody religions, for example, the Church of the Sub Genius or the 

Flying Spaghetti Monster, which parodies the equal time argument employed by intelligent 

design Creationism. Parody religions may also be considered a post-modern approach to religion. 

For instance, in Discordianism, it may be hard to tell if even these "serious" followers are not 

just taking part in an even bigger joke. This joke, in turn, may be part of a greater path to 

enlightenment, and so on ad infinitum. 

 

Criticism of religion 
Religious criticism has a long history, going back at least as far as the 5th century BCE. During 

classical times, there were religious critics in ancient Greece, such as Diagoras "the atheist" of 

Melos, and in the 1st century BCE in Rome, with Titus Lucretius Carus'sDe Rerum Natura. 

During the Middle Ages and continuing into the Renaissance, potential critics of religion were 

persecuted and largely forced to remain silent. There were notable critics like Giordano Bruno, 

who was burned at the stake for disagreeing with religious authority. In the 17th and 18th 

century with the Enlightenment, thinkers like David Hume and Voltaire criticized religion. 

In the 19th century, Charles Darwin and the theory of evolution led to increased skepticism about 

religion. Thomas Huxley, Jeremy Bentham, Karl Marx, Charles Brad laugh, Robert Ingersol, and 

Mark Twain were noted 19th-century and early-20th-century critics. In the 20th century, 

Bertrand Russell, Siegmund Freud, and others continued religious criticism. 

Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett, Richard Dawkins, Victor J. Stenger, and the late Christopher 

Hitchens were active critics during the late 20th century and early 21st century. 

Critics consider religion to be outdated, harmful to the individual (e.g. brainwashing of 

children, faith healing, female genital mutilation, circumcision), harmful to society (e.g. holy 

wars, terrorism, wasteful distribution of resources), to impede the progress of science, to exert 

social control, and to encourage immoral acts (e.g. blood sacrifice, discrimination against 

homosexuals and women, and certain forms of sexual violence such as marital rape). A major 

criticism of many religions is that they require beliefs that are irrational, unscientific, or 

unreasonable, because religious beliefs and traditions lack scientific or rational foundations. 



Some modern-day critics, such as Bryan Caplan, hold that religion lacks utility in human society; 

they may regard religion as irrational. Nobel Peace Laureate Shirin Ebadi has spoken out against 

undemocratic Islamic countries justifying "oppressive acts" in the name of Islam.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 3 

Satyagraha 

 Satyagraha 

Sanskrit:  loosely translated as "insistence on truth" (satya 'truth' agraha'insistence') or "soul 

force" or "truth force," is a particular philosophy and practice within the broader overall category 

generally known as nonviolent resistance or civil resistance. The term "satyagraha" was coined 

and developed by Mahatma Gandhi. He deployed satyagraha in the Indian independence 

movement and also during his earlier struggles in South Africa for Indian rights. Satyagraha 

theory influenced Nelson Mandela's struggle in South Africa under apartheid, Martin Luther 

King, Jr.'s and James Bevel's campaigns during the civil rights movement in the United States, 

and many other social justice and similar movements Someone who practices satyagraha is a 

satyagrahi. 

Origin and meaning of name 

 

 

Gandhi leading Salt Satyagraha, a notable example of Satyagraha 

The term originated in a competition in the news-sheet Indian Opinion in South Africa in 1906. 

It was an adaptation by Gandhi of one of the entries in that competition. "Satyagraha" is a 

Tatpuruṣa compound of the Sanskrit words satya (meaning "truth") and Agraha ("insistence", or 

"holding firmly to"). For Gandhi, satyagraha went far beyond mere "passive resistance" and 

became strength in practising non-violent methods. In his words: 



Truth (satya) implies love, and firmness (agraha) engenders and therefore serves as a synonym 

for force. I thus began to call the Indian movement Satyagraha, that is to say, the Force which is 

born of Truth and Love or non-violence, and gave up the use of the phrase “passive resistance”, 

in connection with it, so much so that even in English writing we often avoided it and used 

instead the word “satyagraha” itself or some other equivalent English phrase. 

In September 1935, a letter to P.K. Rao, Servants of India Society, Gandhi disputed the 

proposition that his idea of Civil Disobedience was adapted from the writings of Thoreau.The 

statement that I had derived my idea of civil disobedience from the writings of Thoreau is wrong. 

The resistance to authority in South Africa was well advanced before I got the essay of Thoreau 

on civil disobedience. But the movement was then known as passive resistance. As it was 

incomplete, I had coined the word satyagraha for the Gujarati readers. When I saw the title of 

Thoreau’s great essay, I began the use of his phrase to explain our struggle to the English 

readers. But I found that even civil disobedience failed to convey the full meaning of the 

struggle. I therefore adopted the phrase civil resistance. Non-violence was always an integral part 

of our struggle." 

Gandhi described it as follows: 

I have also called it love-force or soul-force. In the application of satyagraha, I discovered in the 

earliest stages that pursuit of truth did not admit of violence being inflicted on one’s opponent 

but that he must be weaned from error by patience and compassion. For what appears to be truth 

to the one may appear to be error to the other. And patience means self-suffering. So the doctrine 

came to mean vindication of truth, not by infliction of suffering on the opponent, but on oneself 

Contrast to “Passive resistance”  
Gandhi distinguished between satyagraha and Nonviolent resistance in the following letter: 

I have drawn the distinction between passive resistance as understood and practiced in the West 

and satyagraha before I had evolved the doctrine of the latter to its full logical and spiritual 

extent. I often used “passive resistance” and “satyagraha” as synonymous terms: but as the 

doctrine of satyagraha developed, the expression “passive resistance” ceases even to be 

synonymous, as passive resistance has admitted of violence as in the case of the suffragettes and 

has been universally acknowledged to be a weapon of the weak. Moreover, passive resistance 



does not necessarily involve complete adherence to truth under every circumstance. Therefore it 

is different from satyagraha in three essentials: Satyagraha is a weapon of the strong; it admits of 

no violence under any circumstance whatsoever; and it ever insists upon truth. I think I have now 

made the distinction perfectly clear."Satyagraha theory 

 

Defining success 
Assessing the extent to which Gandhi's ideas of satyagraha were or were not successful in the 

Indian independence struggle is a complex task. Judith Brown has suggested that "this is a 

political strategy and technique which, for its outcomes, depends of historical specificities." The 

view taken by Gandhi differs from the idea that the goal in any conflict is necessarily to defeat 

the opponent or frustrate the opponent’s objectives, or to meet one’s own objectives despite the 

efforts of the opponent to obstruct these. In satyagraha, by contrast, these are not the goals. “The 

Satyagrahi’s object is to convert, not to coerce, the wrong-doer.” Success is defined as 

cooperating with the opponent to meet a just end that the opponent is unwittingly obstructing. 

The opponent must be converted, at least as far as to stop obstructing the just end, for this 

cooperation to take place. 

 

Means and ends 
The theory of satyagraha sees means and ends as inseparable. The means used to obtain an end 

are wrapped up in and attached to that end. Therefore, it is contradictory to try to use unjust 

means to obtain justice or to try to use violence to obtain peace. As Gandhi wrote: “They say, 

'means are, after all, means'. I would say, 'means are, after all, everything'. As the means so the 

end...”  

Gandhi used an example to explain this: 

If I want to deprive you of your watch, I shall certainly have to fight for it; if I want to buy your 

watch, I shall have to pay for it; and if I want a gift, I shall have to plead for it; and, according to 

the means I employ, the watch is stolen property, my own property, or a donation. 

Gandhi rejected the idea that injustice should, or even could, be fought against “by any means 

necessary” – if you use violent, coercive, unjust means, whatever ends you produce will 

necessarily embed that injustice. To those who preached violence and called nonviolent 



actionists cowards, he replied: “I do believe that, where there is only a choice between cowardice 

and violence, I would advise violence....I would rather have India resort to arms in order to 

defend her honour than that she should, in a cowardly manner, become or remain a helpless 

witness to her own dishonour....But I believe that nonviolence is infinitely superior to violence, 

forgiveness is more manly than punishment.” 

Satyagraha versus Duragraha 
The essence of Satyagraha is that it seeks to eliminate antagonisms without harming the 

antagonists themselves, as opposed to violent resistance, which is meant to cause harm to the 

antagonist. A Satyagrahi therefore does not seek to end or destroy the relationship with the 

antagonist, but instead seeks to transform or “purify” it to a higher level. A euphemism 

sometimes used for Satyagraha is that it is a “silent force” or a “soul force” (a term also used by 

Martin Luther King Jr. during his famous “I Have a Dream” speech). It arms the individual with 

moral power rather than physical power. Satyagraha is also termed a “universal force,” as it 

essentially “makes no distinction between kinsmen and strangers, young and old, man and 

woman, friend and foe.” 

 

Gandhi contrasted satyagraha (holding on to truth) with “duragraha” (holding on by force), as in 

protest meant more to harass than enlighten opponents. He wrote: “There must be no impatience, 

no barbarity, no insolence, no undue pressure. If we want to cultivate a true spirit of democracy, 

we cannot afford to be intolerant. Intolerance betrays want of faith in one's cause.” 

Civil disobedience and non-cooperation as practiced under Satyagraha are based on the “law of 

suffering”, a doctrine that the endurance of suffering is a means to an end. This end usually 

implies a moral upliftment or progress of an individual or society. Therefore, non-cooperation in 

Satyagraha is in fact a means to secure the cooperation of the opponent consistently with truth 

and justice. 

 

Satyagraha in large-scale conflict 



When using satyagraha in a large-scale political conflict involving civil disobedience, Gandhi 

believed that the satyagrahis must undergo training to ensure discipline. He wrote that it is “only 

when people have proved their active loyalty by obeying the many laws of the State that they 

acquire the right of Civil Disobedience.”  

He therefore made part of the discipline that satyagrahis: 

1. appreciate the other laws of the State and obey them voluntarily 

2. tolerate these laws, even when they are inconvenient 

3. be willing to undergo suffering, loss of property, and to endure the suffering that might 

be inflicted on family and friends. 

This obedience has to be not merely grudging, but extraordinary: 

...an honest, respectable man will not suddenly take to stealing whether there is a law against 

stealing or not, but this very man will not feel any remorse for failure to observe the rule about 

carrying headlights on bicycles after dark.... But he would observe any obligatory rule of this 

kind, if only to escape the inconvenience of facing a prosecution for a breach of the rule. Such 

compliance is not, however, the willing and spontaneous obedience that is required of a 

Satyagrahi. 

Principles for satyagrahis 
Gandhi envisioned satyagraha as not only a tactic to be used in acute political struggle, but as a 

universal solvent for injustice and harm. He felt that it was equally applicable to large-scale 

political struggle and to one-on-one interpersonal conflicts and that it should be taught to 

everyone. He founded the Sabarmati Ashram to teach satyagraha. He asked satyagrahis to follow 

the following principles (Yamas described in Yoga Sutra):  

 
1. Nonviolence (ahimsa) 

2. Truth – this includes honesty, but goes beyond it to mean living fully in accord with and 

in devotion to that which is true 

3. Non-stealing 



4. Chastity (brahmacharya) – this includes sexual chastity, but also the subordination of 

other sensual desires to the primary devotion to truth 

5. Non‐possession (not the same as poverty) 

6. Body-labor or bread-labor 

7. Control of the palate 

8. Fearlessness 

9. Equal respect for all religions 

10. Economic strategy such as boycotts (swadeshi) 

11. Freedom from untouchability 

     On another occasion, he listed seven rules as “essential for every Satyagrahi in India”  

1. must have a living faith in God 

2. must believe in truth and non-violence and have faith in the inherent goodness of human 

nature which he expects to evoke by suffering in the satyagraha effort 

3. must be leading a chaste life, and be willing to die or lose all his possessions 

4. must be a habitual khadi wearer and spinner 

5. must abstain from alcohol and other intoxicants 

6. must willingly carry out all the rules of discipline that are issued 

7. must obey the jail rules unless they are specially devised to hurt his self-respect 

Rules for satyagraha campaigns 
Gandhi proposed a series of rules for satyagrahis to follow in a resistance campaign: 

harbour no anger 

 

1. suffer the anger of the opponent 



2. never retaliate to assaults or punishment; but do not submit, out of fear of punishment or 

assault, to an order given in anger 

3. voluntarily submit to arrest or confiscation of your own property 

4. if you are a trustee of property, defend that property (non-violently) from confiscation 

with your life 

5. do not curse or swear 

6. do not insult the opponent 

7. neither salute nor insult the flag of your opponent or your opponent’s leaders 

8. if anyone attempts to insult or assault your opponent, defend your opponent (non-

violently) with your life 

9. as a prisoner, behave courteously and obey prison regulations (except any that are 

contrary to self-respect) 

10. as a prisoner, do not ask for special favorable treatment 

11. as a prisoner, do not fast in an attempt to gain conveniences whose deprivation does not 

involve any injury to your self-respect 

12. joyfully obey the orders of the leaders of the civil disobedience action 

13. do not pick and choose amongst the orders you obey; if you find the action as a whole 

improper or immoral, sever your connection with the action entirely 

14. do not make your participation conditional on your comrades taking care of your 

dependents while you are engaging in the campaign or are in prison; do not expect them 

to provide such support 

15. do not become a cause of communal quarrels 



16. do not take sides in such quarrels, but assist only that party which is demonstrably in the 

right; in the case of inter-religious conflict, give your life to protect (non-violently) those 

in danger on either side 

17. avoid occasions that may give rise to communal quarrels 

18. do not take part in processions that would wound the religious sensibilities of any 

community 

Satyagraha and the civil rights movement in the United States Satyagraha theory also influenced 

many other movements of civil resistance. For example, Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote in his 

autobiography about Gandhi's influence on his developing ideas regarding the civil rights 

movement in the United States: 

Like most people, I had heard of Gandhi, but I had never studied him seriously. As I read I 

became deeply fascinated by his campaigns of nonviolent resistance. I was particularly moved by 

his Salt March to the Sea and his numerous fasts. The whole concept of Satyagraha (Satya is 

truth which equals love, and agraha is force; Satyagraha, therefore, means truth force or love 

force) was profoundly significant to me. As I delved deeper into the philosophy of Gandhi, my 

skepticism concerning the power of love gradually diminished, and I came to see for the first 

time its potency in the area of social reform. ... It was in this Gandhian emphasis on love and 

nonviolence that I discovered the method for social reform that I had been seeking. 

Satyagraha and the Jewish Holocaust 
In view of the Nazi persecution of the Jews in Germany, Gandhi offered satyagraha as a method 

of combating oppression and genocide, stating: 

If I were a Jew and were born in Germany and earned my livelihood there, I would claim 

Germany as my home even as the tallest Gentile German might, and challenge him to shoot me 

or cast me in the dungeon; I would refuse to be expelled or to submit to discriminating treatment. 

And for doing this I should not wait for the fellow Jews to join me in civil resistance, but would 

have confidence that in the end the rest were bound to follow my example. If one Jew or all the 

Jews were to accept the prescription here offered, he or they cannot be worse off than now. And 

suffering voluntarily undergone will bring them an inner strength and joy the calculated violence 



of Hitler may even result in a general massacre of the Jews by way of his first answer to the 

declaration of such hostilities. But if the Jewish mind could be prepared for voluntary suffering, 

even the massacre I have imagined could be turned into a day of thanksgiving and joy that 

Jehovah had wrought deliverance of the race even at the hands of the tyrant. For to the God-

fearing, death has no terror.  

When Gandhi was criticized for these statements, he responded in another article entitled “Some 

Questions Answered”: 

Friends have sent me two newspaper cuttings criticizing my appeal to the Jews. The two critics 

suggest that in presenting non-violence to the Jews as a remedy against the wrong done to them, 

I have suggested nothing new... What I have pleaded for is renunciation of violence of the heart 

and consequent active exercise of the force generated by the great renunciation.”  

In a similar vein, anticipating a possible attack on India by Japan during World War II, Gandhi 

recommended satyagraha as a means of national defense (what is now sometimes called "defence 

by civil resistance" or "social defence"): 

...there should be unadulterated non-violent non-cooperation, and if the whole of India responded 

and unanimously offered it, I should show that, without shedding a single drop of blood, 

Japanese arms – or any combination of arms – can be sterilized. That involves the determination 

of India not to give quarter on any point whatsoever and to be ready to risk loss of several 

million lives. But I would consider that cost very cheap and victory won at that cost glorious. 

That India may not be ready to pay that price may be true. I hope it is not true, but some such 

price must be paid by any country that wants to retain its independence. After all, the sacrifice 

made by the Russians and the Chinese is enormous, and they are ready to risk all. The same 

could be said of the other countries also, whether aggressors or defenders. The cost is enormous. 

Therefore, in the non-violent technique I am asking India to risk no more than other countries are 

risking and which India would have to risk even if she offered armed resistance.  

 

Gandhi's combination of renunciation of violence with active acceptance of suffering also 

received support from Jewish thinkers. Psychiatrist Viktor Frankl and psychologist Bruno 

Bettelheim, both Holocaust survivors, confirmed Gandhi's experience that individuals who 



neither submit passively nor retaliate to violence find in themselves a new sense of strength, 

dignity, and courage. Gandhi's approach has been compared with Frankl's. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4 

Religious Harmony In India 
 

 

Sarva-Dharma-Sama-Bhava 
India has been home for centuries to all great religions of the world Indian Prime Minister 

Manmohan Singh has stated that religious tolerance and the ability to evolve, despite differences, 

is the basis of India. Swami Vivekananda says that what makes our civilization great is the fact 

that it is based on the idea of the co-existence of faiths - Sarva Dharma Sambhava. This notion 

implies that we have equal respect for all Dharmas, for all faiths. Elaborating this idea Swami 

Vivekananda used the metaphor of many rivers flowing into one mighty ocean. He quoted from 

an ancient hymn to say: 

"As the different streams having their sources in different places all mingle their water in the sea, 

sources in different tendencies, various though they appear, crooked or straight, all lead to 

Thee."According to Manmohan Singh Swami Vivekananda said very aptly, “We believe not 

only in universal toleration, but we accept all religions as true.”  

Background 
India is one of the most diverse places in the world geographically, religiously, culturally, and 

lingually. Religiously, Hinduism, the largest religion in India accounts for 80% of the 

population; Islam, the second largest religion, accounts for 13% of the population; Buddhism, 

Jainism, and Sikhism taken together account for 3% of the population; and Christianity accounts 

for 2% of the population.. Other religions such as Zoroastrianism and Judaism, have a centuries 

long history in India. 

Constitutionally, India is a secular and in practice the religious diversity of India extends to 

highest levels of government. Currently, the Prime Minister of India is a Sikh, the President of 

India is a Hindu, Vice President of India is a Muslim and the chairperson of the ruling United 

Progressive Alliance (UPA) is a Christian. 

 



History 
Freedom of religion in the Indian subcontinent is exemplified by the reign of King Piyadasi (304 

B.C to 232 B.C) (Asoka). One of King Asoka's main concern was to reform governmental 

institutes and exercise moral principles in his attempt to create a just and humane society. Later, 

he promoted the principles of Buddhism and the creation of a just, understanding and fair society 

was held as an important principle for many ancient rulers of this time in the East. 

The importance of freedom of worship in India was encapsulated in an inscription of Asoka: 

King Piyadasi (Ashok) dear to the Gods, honours all sects, the ascetics (hermits) or those who 

dwell at home, he honours them with charity and in other ways. But the King, dear to the Gods, 

attributes less importance to this charity and these honours than to the vow of seeing the reign of 

virtues, which constitutes the essential part of them. For all these virtues there is a common 

source, modesty of speech. That is to say, One must not exalt one’s creed discrediting all others, 

nor must one degrade these others Without legitimate reasons. One must, on the contrary, render 

to other creeds the honour befitting them. 

Religious freedom and the right to worship freely was a practice that had been appreciated and 

promoted by most ancient India dynasties. This had been the underlying attitude of most rulers of 

India since this period from before 300 B.C. until 1200 AD. The initial entry of Islam into South 

Asia came in the first century after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. When around 1210 AD 

the Islamic Sultanates invaded India from the north-east, gradually the principle of freedom of 

religion deteriorated in this part of the world. They were subsequently replaced by another 

Islamic invader in the form of Babur. The Mughal Empire was founded by the Mongol 

leaderBabur in 1526, when he defeated Ibrahim Lodi, the last of the Delhi Sultans at the First 

Battle of Panipat. The word "Mughal" is the Indo-Iranian version of Mongol. 

Indian social structure is very pleural in nature. Religious harmony and amity between different 

cultures in India has been observed. 

India is the place of origin of Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. So, co-existence has 

been a part of faith in India. Hinduism, the largest Indian faith by population, is itself pleuralistic 

and polytheist which gives each individual enough space to practice ones faith. Also, Buddha has 

been considered as one of the incarnations of Vishnu and worshipped by Hindus for years. 



Parsis from Iran took shelter in India after they were prosecuted in their native land. Many Jews 

took shelter in India when they were being prosecuted elsewhere. Islamic sects like Sufism 

flourished well in India with Saint Kabir. In India, atheists also lived peacefully as much as 

believers of any other religion. 

The father of Union of India, Mahatma Gandhi, although a devoted Hindu, stressed on secular 

constitution to India. African Siddis have lived and ruled some parts of India with their own faith 

without being religiously or racially tortured. 

 

"I wish to present the events and their likely repercussions in the light of the overall historical 

context of India. Many speakers today, Hindus, Christians and Muslims, spoke eloquently about 

the tradition of tolerance, religious harmony and communal brotherhood in India. I do not need 

to repeat those sentiments. Suffice it to say that no other country in the world has India’s record 

of secularism and tolerance. As Smt. Sonia Gandhi noted, only a Hindu majority state could have 

declared itself secular and remained committed to secular principles. Against this backdrop of 

history, the attacks against Christians, however heinous they may have been, should not be 

construed as the beginning of the end of secularism in India. To say that these incidents cast 

doubts on the values of a nation such as India is to reveal gross ignorance of India’s history and 

traditions." Thus even before advent of Christianity and Islam India was multi-religious in 

nature. Christianity and Islam added more religious traditions to existing Indian traditions. Thus 

it would be correct to say that India is bewilderingly diverse country in every respect “religious, 

cultural, ethnic and caste 

There was also tradition of tolerance between religions due to state policies of Ashoka and 

Akbar. Ashoka's edicts clearly spell out policy of religious tolerance and Akbar used to hold 

inter-religious dialogue among followers of different religions and he also followed the policy of 

tolerance and even withdrew the jizya tax (poll tax on Hindus which was an irritant. Thus both 

Ashok and Akbar have place of great significance in religious life of India. No doubt they have 

been designated as “great they are referred to as Ashoka the Great and Akbar the Great. 

Also, India had Sufi and Bhakti traditions in Islam and Hinduism respectively. Both Sufism and 

Bhakti traditions were based on respect for different religions. The poorer and lower caste 

Hindus and Muslims were greatly influenced by these traditions. Unlike “ulama and Brahmans 



the Sufi and Bhakti saints were highly tolerant and open to the truth in other faiths. They never 

adopted sectarian attitudes and were never involved in power struggles. They kept away from 

power structures.  

 

Dara Shikoh (with Mian Mir and Mulla Shah) c.a. 1635 

Dara Shikoh, was heir apparent to Shajahan, the Moghul Emperor but had sufi bent of mind and 

was also a great scholar of Islam and Hinduism. He wrote a book Majmau Bahrayn (Co-mingling 

of Two Oceans Islam and Hinduism) and quoting from Hindu and Islamic scriptures showed 

both religions had similar teachings. The difference was of languages (Arabic and Sanskrit) and 

not teachings. Thus Dara Shikoh also contributed richly to inter-religious harmony in India. 

In India right from the British period main contradiction was not between religious and secular 

but it was between secular and communal. In the western world main struggle was between 

church and state and church and civil society but in India neither Hinduism nor Islam had any 

church-like structure and hence there never was any such struggle between secular and religious 

power structure. 



 

 

There are some rationalists and secularists who reject religion in its entirety but such rationalists 

or secularists are extremely few. Though there are no census figures available but one can safely 

say they are less than 0.1% in India. Also, there are extremely orthodox people who exhibit 

rigidity and intolerance towards other faiths though of course not on communal grounds but on 

the grounds of religious orthodoxy but they too are in miniscule minority. Tolerance in India 

among people of all religions is widely prevalent. It is perhaps due to influence of ancient Indian 

doctrine that truth is one but is manifested in different forms, and on the other hand due to the 

Sufi doctrine of wahdat al-wujud (Real Being is one) that implies that there is only One Real 

Being and all of us are mere manifestations of that real being. 

As the ancient Hindu doctrine leads to inclusiveness and peaceful coexistence so does the Sufi 

doctrine. For peaceful co-existence another Sufi doctrine of sulh-i-kul i.e. total peace and peace 

with all is very important. Sufism left deep influence on Hindu masses as much as on Muslim 

masses. 

Thus the real spirit of secularism in India is all inclusiveness, religious pluralism and peaceful 

co-existence. This is the real Religious harmony in India. 

 



Symbols of Religious Harmony 
Ajanta Caves in Maharashtra, India are rock-cut cave monuments dating from the second century      

BCE, containing paintings and sculpture considered to be masterpieces of both "Buddhist 

religious art" and "universal pictorial art". The caves are located just outside the village of 

Ajinṭhā in Aurangabad District in the Indian state of Maharashtra (N. lat. 20 deg. 30' by E. long. 

75 deg. 40'). Since 1983, the Ajanta Caves have been a UNESCO World Heritage Site. National 

Geographic reads, "The flow between faiths was such that for hundreds of years, almost all 

Buddhist temples, including the ones at Ajanta, were built under the rule and patronage of Hindu 

kings." 

 

•  Akshardham temple: Nijanand is a hall devoted to the co-existence of world religions 

and contains information about the symbols, scriptures and prayers of Hinduism, Jainism, 

Christianity, and Islam. Unfortunately terrorists thought it only a Hindu temple and killed 

several innocent people.  

• Kottayil Kovilakam stands as a testimony of religious amity where a church, mosque, 

temple and a synagogue peacefully co-exist. 

•  Personal Contributions 

• Dalai Lama 

Notable Indian Peronalities having Multi-Religious family background 

Gandhi Family: Feroze Gandhi (Parsi by Religion), Indira Gandhi (Hindu by Religion),Sonia 

Gandhi (Catholic By religion) 

• Salaman Khan Family Khan is the eldest son of celebrated screenwriter Salim 

Khan(Muslim By Religion) and his first wife Salma Khan(Hindu By religion). His 

stepmother is Helen (Chrstain by religion), a famous yesteryear Bollywood actress, who 

has co-starred with him in Khamoshi: The Musical (1996) and Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam 

(1999). He has two brothers, Arbaaz Khan and Sohail Khan, and two sisters, Alvira and 

Arpita. Alvira is married to actor/director Atul Agnihotri (Hindu by religion).. 



• Dutt Family 

• Shah Rukh and Gauri Khan Family. Childs name Aryan who is taught about Lord Ganesh 

as Ganpati Allah  

• Hrithik Roshan and Suzanne Khan). 

•  Conferences held to promote Religious Harmony Swami Vivekananda participated in 

World conference with total positive mind. 

• living in harmony’ meeting organized by the rotary club of secunderabad at the kowtha 

kamakoti kalyana nilayam Sri jayendra saraswati swamiji jagadguru sankaracharya of the 

kanchi kamakoti peetam urged religious leaders to spread the message of peace, harmony 

and brotherhood also suggested that the bible, the quran, and the bhagavat gita be 

compiled into one book and distributed to the people, so that they can read the scriptures 

and learn about other religions. 
Institutional Contributions 

• Sarva Dharma Sammelan 

• Religious liberalism in Rajput courts 

Literature 

Poems and Songs 

Books 

Works on Religious Harmony 
“Conquering the human hearts is the real religious harmony” – Yembal Thajammul 

Mohammad. 

The renowned (Islamic) Tamil writer Yembal Thajammul Mohammad is an award winner of 

Islamic Literary Association for his harmonious works on the bases of Islam. 

He wrote and published “Islam Kattum Samaya Nallinakkam (Tamil)” as an authentic work 

by his research skill on August 1998 as a mark of India’s Golden Jubilee Celebrations of 



independence. This book was dedicated to non – Muslim brethren. It was well received by the 

Tamil audience as well as the religious scholars. So it got an immediate success. 

Then the English translation of his Tamil original “Religious Harmony – an Islamic Doctrine” 

was published in millennium 2000. This is the first book in English on religious harmony as 

envisaged in Islam. It shows through the Holy Quran and Sunnah that Islam never sanctions 

intolerance and persecutions of other faiths. Thus this book is the right antidote to religious 

extremism in any form. This book was dedicated in all humility to the great cause of world peace 

and universal harmony. (This book is an award winner of Islamic Research Centre of Scripture & 

Culture, Inamkulathur, Trichy) 

In September 2005, a research paper on “Quranic View of Other Religions” was presented as 

lead paper by the author in The All India Seminar on Interpreting the Scriptures, Hermeneutics 

of Sacred writings organized by The School of Religions, Philosophy & Humanist Thought, 

Madurai Kamaraj University, under the auspices of DRS – SAP – UCG. Then the research paper 

published as a book. 

So many articles on religious harmony written by the author were published in Tamil magazines 

and special numbers. His works on this subject became trend-setters in many circles irrespective 

of religion and being referred widely. 

His sincere and serious harmonious works were much appreciated by Arch Bishop 

M.Arokiasamy, Madurai; Dhavath Thiru Kundrakudi Ponnambala Adigalar ; Dato Sri. Sami 

Vellu, Minister of Works, Malaysia; Al-Moulvi S. M. Moideen Madani, Representative, 

Ministry of Islamic Affairs & Guidance, K. S. A; Rev. Father Amudhan Adigal, Prof. K. M. 

Kadar Mohideen, National Secretary of IUML, Captain N. A. Ameer Ali ; Kavikko Abdul 

Rahman and many more right thinking scholars. 

Before publishing all these books, in 1994, “The Hero as Prophet (On Heroes and Hero-Worship 

and the Heroic in History)” by Thomas Carlyle who was a great historian and litterateur – was 

published in Tamil by the author. This is the very first translation in Tamil. By this, a world 

classic literature was introduced to the Tamil world with harmonious spirit. The Tamil title of the 

translation is“Thoodhu Vandha Veerar”. 



“Islam and the west” by Prince Charles also translated in the same year by the author in the title 

of “Islamum Merkku Nadugalum”. 

The author is keen about promoting the real religious harmony. 

Without religious harmony, we cannot even think a civilized, peaceful world. So we hope that 

the author like Yembal Thajmmul Mohammad will continue to give many more works as the 

above mentioned books which will help to further ennoble the minds. 

Populor entertainment 

 

Media 
Small instances reported of Religious harmony in daily life 

• Mata Rani Da Mandir,a Hindu temple in the village Rangowal,Punjab is build by a 

Muslim Couple along with help from sikh families,simillerly Sikh Families are taking 

care of a Mosque too.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 5 

Sanatana Dharma 

 

Hinduism is considered to be the oldest of the world's living religions. It is known as ‘Sanatana 

Dharma’ and ‘Vaidika Dharma’. Sanatan Dharma means eternal religion and is expressive of the 

truth that religion as such knows no age. It is coeval with life. It is the food of the spirit in man. 

The term Sanatana Dharma also means the religion as taught in the shruti and smriti. The word 

shruti means what has been heard and the word smriti means what has been memorized or 

remembered. What the seers (rishis) heard direct from the gods or what was revealed to them is 

recorded in books which are described as shruti. The Vaidika Dharma means the religion of the 

Vedas (God Knowledge or God Science). It does not own its origin to any historical patronage or 

prophet. No definite date can be cited as marking the beginning of Hinduism. Hence it is called 

Sanatana and Vaidika, ancient and revealed. 

Hinduism is sometimes called the eternal doctrine. Its literary tradition goes back to the Rig-

Veda- the mankind's oldest book. "Its long history covers about forty centuries from 2000 B.C. 

to modem times. In broad outline the history of Hinduism can be divided into five periods: the 

Vedic period from 1500 B.C. to 600 B.C., the Epic period from 600 B.C. to A.D. 200, the Sutra 

period and the systematic development of the Hindu systems of philosophy beginning from the 

early Christian era, the scholastic period from A.D. 1200 to the eighteenth century and the 

modem period beginning from the nineteenth century". (Dr. K. R. Sundararajan, Hinduism,) 

In the history of Hinduism one can discern tendencies both towards pantheism (belief that God is 

everything and everything is God) and polytheism (belief in many gods), monotheism (belief in 

one God) and monism (the doctrine that ultimate reality is one and indivisible). Modern thinkers 

such as Sri Rama Krishna, Swami Vivekananda and Mahatma Gandhi have emphasized the 

universal and unitary character of Hinduism. For a long time, a true Hindu was one who accepted 

the authority of the Vedas, revered the Brahmin and the cow and performed his caste duties. But 

the Hindu reformers of modern times have rejected caste distinctions. Yet they remained within 

the Hindu tradition. For example Mahatma Gandhi ji called him-self sanatani Hindu (orthodox) 

on his own terms. He wrote- “I call myself a sanatani Hindu because (i) I believe in the Vedas, 



the Upanishads, the puranas and all that goes by the name of Hindu scriptures; (ii) I believe in 

the varnasarmadharma in a sense in my opinion, strictly Vedic but not in its present popular and 

crude sense; (iii) I believe in the protection of the cow in its much larger sense than the popular 

and (iv) I do not disbelieve in idol -worship." 

Hinduism embraces many different forms of belief and practice. It is rather a large and 

hospitable family of diverse doctrines and practices. Yet it is a distinctive way of life. Hindu 

tradition has produced religious sects and philosophical systems like shaivism, Vaishnavism, 

Shaktism, Arya Samaj, Brahma Samaj etc. Each of these understands Hinduism in its own way. 

One common link is the acceptance of the authority of the Vedas wh1ch keeps them securely 

within the Hindu fold. There is a persistent principle of unity in diversities. One important and 

typical belief of Hinduism is that the goal can be reached by any one of the several roads. There 

can be more than one ways to the realization of truth. The Rig Veda declares: 

‘’ekam sat vipra bahlldha vadanti" i.e. Reality is one. Sages speak of it in different ways.  

We find in the Bhagavad Gita a spirit of accommodation: “Whosoever men approach me, even 

so do I accept them, for, on all sides. Whatever path they may choose is mine.  

Vedas: The Scripture of the Hindus 
The four Vedas constitute the basic authority for the Hindu doctrines. The truths that are 

enshrined in these doctrines are held to be eternal because they pertain to the order of spiritual 

reality. 

The term Veda is from the Sanskrit root 'vid,' "to know". Veda primarily signifies 'knowledge', it 

designates 'sacred lore' as a branch of literature; and is also applied to the book containing the 

sacred lore. It is thus used in a general sense to denote the whole body of the most ancient 

Sanskrit literature, but it particularly refers to the four great collections of hymns that contain the 

divine wisdom2 named: The Rig Veda,The Yajur Veda, The Sama Veda and The Atharva Veda. 

The Rig Veda is divided into ten books (mandals) having 1028 hymns (including the 11 

supplementary ones) consisting of 10,552 stanzas. The Yajur Veda is divided into 40 chapters, 

with 1975 stanzas and prose units. The Sama-Veda consisting of 1875 stanzas is divided into two 

sections. The Atharva-Veda is divided into 20 books having 731 hymns (5987 stanzas and prose 

units). The richas of the Rig Veda are recited in the form of worship (or prayer). 



The mantras of Sama-Veda are sung at the time of yajnas (ceremonial and sacrificial rites). The 

Yajur Veda contains instructions, in prose to perform the rites, and the Atharva-Veda records, 

besides these, magical formulas and charms. 

 Each of the four-Vedas is divided into the following parts- The Mantras, the Brahmanas, the 

Aranykas and the Upanishads. Mantra means 'instrument of thought, speech, a sacred text or 

saying, a prayer or song of praise, a Vedic hymn in particular, or a sacrificial formula. The 

earliest Vedic mantras are indicative of the worship of deities (devtas or gods). The second part 

of each Veda, the Brahmana, was drawn up for ceremonial instruction of the Brahmans. They are 

really directions for the priests who used the Vedas in worship. They contain regulations 

regarding the employment of the mantras, and the celebration of the various rites of sacrifice. 

Aranykas or the forest treatises represent a shift from the actual performance of sacrifices to the 

meditation on certain symbols. They formed a bridge between the ritualism of the Brahmanas 

and the philosophical endeavors of the Upanishads. 

The Upanishads form the concluding portion of the Vedas. They are also called Vedanta, since 

they come at the end of the Vedas. The term Upanishad seems to denote 'secret instruction' only 

given to a fully qualified pupil by his teacher, to introduce him to the highest modes of 

philosophic thought, leading up to that supreme knowledge which ensures liberation from human 

existence. They contain the doctrines of Brahman, the jiva, the origin of phenomenal existence, 

spiritual emancipation, etc., based on the Vedic mantras. 

The Vedas are called 'sruti' or revelation. The term sruti or 'hearing' is that used to ndicate what 

was directly heard by or was revealed to the holy sages of the yore. The Vedas are the earliest 

work on our theology bequeathed by the great rishis to whom the world is indebted for the 

original and earliest conception of God and that recorded in a language (Vedic form of Sanskrit) 

which still reigns supreme over other classical languages of the world. 

The Vedas have always exercised and do still exercise the highest influence upon the life of the 

Hindus. Whatever may be the feelings of animosity among the different sects all of them hold 

Vedas in the highest esteem? We may conclude with the words of Swami Vivekananda "The 

Hindus have received their religion through the revelation, the Vedas. They hold that the Vedas 

are without beginning and without end... They mean accumulated treasury of spiritual laws 



discovered by different persons in different times!” (An extract from the speech delivered at the 

Parliament of Religions). 
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The Upanishads 
The Upanishads are works of deep philosophy and have a unique place in the religious literature 

of the world. They play the greatest and the most important role in the history of Indian thought. 

The Upanishads constitute the basic springs of Indian thought and culture. They have inspired 

not only the six orthodox systems, but some of the views opposed to the Vedas were adopted by 

Buddhism from the Upanishads. 

 

Literal Meaning 
The word 'Upanishad' means the secret or mystical teaching which a pupil imbibes from his 

teachers.3 The word 'Upanishad' is derived from the roots 'upa' (near),'ni' (down) and 'sad' (to sit) 

i.e., sitting down near. Groups of pupil sit near the teacher to learn from him the secret doctrines. 

Shankra derives the word Upanishad as a substantive from the root 'sad' to reach or destroy, with 

the 'upa' and 'ni' as prefixes. By this derivation, Upanishad means Brahma knowledge, by which 

ignorance is loosened or destroyed. Since the Upanishads are regarded as teaching the highest 

truth, they could be imparted only to those who were competent to receive and benefit by them; 



and such competent pupils could be only a few at any given time so the meaning "secret" came 

to be attached to the term "Upanishad". 

 

The Upanishads are generally reckoned as the concluding portions of the Vedas, hence called the 

Vedanta. The philosophy of the four Vedas was lost in the ritualism of the Brahmans; hence 

followed the Upanishads which represent the age when Indian philosophy was passing through a 

transition. Though the Indian philosophic thought had its first seed in the Vedas, yet the 

ritualistic approach of the Brahman swallowed its real character. Therefore it found suitable 

outlets in the Upanishads. ' 

Number: The Upanishads which are extinct today exceed two hundred in number. The Muktika 

Upanishad gives the names of 108 Unanishads, out of which these thirteen are well known- 

Ishavasya, Kena, Katha, Prashna, Mundak, Mandukya, Taittirya, most important. 

Period: The Upanishads are neither the compositions of a single author nor do they belong to a 

particular period. Some of them are earlier or older which belong to the traditions of the first 

three Vedas. Those that belong to the tradition of the Atharva Veda are more recent. It is 

believed they may have been composed about 55O-450 B.C. The rest are believed to have been 

composed between 400 and 100 B.C.9 

Origin: The old Upanishads are in continuation of the Vedic tradition. Yet they brought some 

important new principles and doctrines into Vedic religion. It has been suggested by scholars that 

many doctrines and practices were of non-Brahmanical and pre-Vedic origin. The teachings of 

the early Upanishads were the result of a mixture of Shramanic (non-Vedic) and Brahmanic 

(Vedic culture. 

Contents: In the Upanishads appeared those lofty principles and profound ideals which in later 

centuries became the core of the Hindu thought. They are the sources of the Hindu wisdom, 

Vedanta Philosophy and mysticism. The Upanishads revealed profound spiritual truths. In the 

Upanishads; the polytheism of the Vedas was replaced by monotheism and non-dualism. 

Sacrifices were replaced by ethical virtue and mere ritualism by quest for knowledge and 

mystical revelation. Brahman & Atman: All the thoughts of the Upanishads move around two 

fundamental ideas man and atman. These two concepts are of great importance in them. The 



word 'brahman' means the Absolute, the ultimate truth. It means good, the support of all 

existence. The word 'atman' is used for the individual self or innermost essence of beings. 

Sometimes these have been referred to as independent but generally they have been correlated 

with each other and both are regarded as one and the same. In the words of Ravinder G.B. Singh, 

"this doctrine of unity of the two is the greatest achievement of the Upanishdic thought. 

In the Brihadaranyak Upanishad Yajnavalkya is asked by a women sage, Gargi about the support 

of all things. Yajnavalkya replies that imperishable Brahman is the support of all." Again 

Uddalaka asks about the inner controller of all things. Yajnaavalkya replies, "He who is dwelling 

in all things and yet is other than all things, whose body all things are, who controls all things 

from within... He is your self, the inner ruler, immortal" In the Chhandogya Upanishad it has 

been described that "the body is the support of deathless and the bodyless self.” It has also been 

said here "that which is the finest essence this whole world has that is its soul. That is reality. 

That is the atman" According to the Upanishads, brahma or atman which is the ultimate reality, 

is of the nature of existence (sat), consciousness (cit) and bliss (ananda) It is only one and non-

dual ekameva advitiyam). Jiva: The Individual soul has been termed as 'jiva'. It has four stages: 

awaking, dreaming, sleeping, and turia. The Jiva is enveloped in the five sheaths. There are 

named as Koshas of the Jiva in Taittirya Upanishad as under: annarasmaya, pranmaya, 

manomaya, vijnanamaya and anandamaya. These together constitute the empirical home of the 

Jiva in the end; the Jiva is liberated through the realization of the Reality. This soul is not born 

with the body and it does not even die. This unborn, constant, eternal and primeval soul is not 

slain when the body is slain. On death, it migrates from one physical body and enters another, 

unless it attains release from the cycle of birth and death. 

Way to release: The way to release from transmigration consists in renouncing the world, and 

then to follow the course indicated in the scriptures with the help of a spiritual teacher. Then 

through the process of shravana (the hearing of the Upanishads explained by a teacher), manana 

(intellectual conviction in what is heard) and nididhyasana (the practice and meditation to realize 

the knowledge so obtained), the soul gets the vision of the reality and attains its final release. 

From the above study we can conclude that the goal as well the way has been pointed out to us 

by the Upanishads. According to Mundak Upanishad- "Know that one atman alone, and give up 

all other talk. This is the bridge to immortality."The Upanishads ask us to desist from our mad 



search for happiness in the outside world, for the musk deer will never find the source of that 

fragrance which drives him hither and thither, outside of himself. The well-being of the modern 

world depends on a proper understanding of the Upanishadic teachings and on their sincere 

application to the practical problems of our daily life. These will become the solace of our life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 6 

Varnasramadharma, 
 

Until today one's position in an Indian society is based on the birth in a particular family. This is 

known as the so-called "caste system" criticized by many. 

However, this is not the original system but it's degraded form. The degradation took place 

gradually over last 5,000 years due to internal and external reasons. This gradually destroyed the 

traditional Vedic civilization with its balanced and natural lifestyle and focus on the spiritual 

advancement ("simple living, high thinking"). 

Society should be simple. At the present moment, however, everyone is engaged in technological 

advancement, which is described in Bhagavad-Gita as ugra-karma--extremely severe endeavor. 

This ugra-karma is the cause of agitation within the human mind. Men are engaging in many 

sinful activities and becoming degraded. In this way they are spoiling their lives. 

This system is not limited to India, it is universal. It is not, however, universally recognized. For 

example in Medieval Evropě was spread so-called doctrine of triple people who were basically 

brahmanas or priests (lat.oratores), ksatriyas - warrirors (bellatores) and vaisyas together with 

sudras, or workers (laboratores). 

The main characteristics of the Vedic society are the support of the brahmanas and the protection 

of the cows and environment.  

Nowadays these activities unfortunately got a low priority. Many problems of modern society 

stem from their neglect as well as from the wrong division of society which does not employ 

people according to their qualities and inclinations. It also does not provide proper training to 

develop them. Human culture does not begin unless one accepts the principles of varnasrama-

dharma. 

Definition 
The original system is created by Krishna, the Supreme Personality of Godhead Himself 

(Bhagavad-gita): 



According to the three modes of material nature and the work associated with them, the four 

divisions of human society are created by me. And although I am the creator of this system, you 

should know that I am yet the fonder, being unchangeable. 

Purport 
The Lord is the creator of everything. Everything is born of Him, everything is sustained by 

Him, and everything, after annihilation, rests in Him. He is therefore the creator of the four 

divisions of the social order, beginning with the intelligent class of men, technically called 

brahmanas due to their being situated in the mode of goodness. Next is the administrative class, 

technically called the ksatriyas due to their being situated in the mode of passion. The mercantile 

men, called the vaisyas, are situated in the mixed modes of passion and ignorance, and the 

sudras, or laborer class, are situated in the ignorant mode of material nature. In spite of His 

creating the four divisions of human society, Lord Krishna does not belong to any of these 

divisions, because He is not one of the conditioned souls, a section of whom form human 

society. Human society is similar to any other animal society, but to elevate men from the animal 

status, the above-mentioned divisions are created by the Lord for the systematic development of 

Krishna consciousness. The tendency of a particular man toward work is determined by the 

modes of material nature which he has acquired. Such symptoms of life, according to the 

different modes of material nature, are described in the Eighteenth Chapter of this book. 

 

A person in Krishna consciousness, however, is above even the brahmanas. Although brahmanas 

by quality are supposed to know about Brahman, the Supreme Absolute Truth, most of them 

approach only the impersonal Brahman manifestation of Lord Krishna. But a man who 

transcends the limited knowledge of a Brahmana and reaches the knowledge of the Supreme 

Personality of Godhead, Lord Sri Krishna, becomes a person in Krishna consciousness--or, in 

other words, a Vaisnava. Krishna consciousness includes knowledge of all different plenary 

expansions of Krishna, namely Rama, Nrsimha, Varaha, etc. And as Krishna is transcendental to 

this system of the four divisions of human society, a person in Krishna consciousness is also 

transcendental to all divisions of human society, whether we consider the divisions of 

community, nation or species. 



"The warrior class, Kshatriyas, is turned towards the Brahmanas, the scholarly class, for 

intellectual and religious support. The trading class, Vaishyas, is the follower of the Kshatriyas, 

the ruling class, for the state's economy is dependent on the ruler ship. And the fourth one, 

Shudras, the working class, while performing its own duties, is always working for the other 

castes."  

Brahmana accepts all four asramas, ksatriya three, vaisya two and sudra only 

one: 
So brahmacari, grihastha, then not to stuck up with the family affairs up to the end of death. No. 

At a certain stage, after fifty years, he must give up. That is called vanaprastha. And then, after 

being trained up in vanaprastha very nicely, he takes sannyasa. This is Brahman’s..., four asrama. 

And for the Kshatriya, up to vanaprastha. Up to vanaprastha. Just like Maharaja Yudhishthira 

and all the brothers, they left home, but the wife was there. That is called vanaprastha. They did 

not take sannyasa. Kshatriya. Up to vanaprastha. Vaisyas. No vanaprastha, no sannyasa. Up to 

grihastha. Brahmacari... Brahmacari is compulsory for the dvija. Because there is the training. 

And for the sudra there is no brahmacari. Only grihastha, married. Otherwise, life will be very 

irregular. So in this way varnasrama. So there are duties.  

 

The brahmana, one who is qualified as a brahmana, he has to observe the four asramas, a 

brahmana: the brahmacari-asrama, the grihastha-asrama, the vanaprastha-asrama and sannyasa-

asrama. The Kshatriya, they'll have to observe three asramas: brahmacari, grihastha and 

vanaprastha. And the vaisyas, two asramas: brahmacari and grihastha. And sudra, only one 

asrama, only grihastha. A sudra is never offered sannyasa. A.. Only the brahmana is offered.  

For the Sudra there is one asrama—that is grihastha asrama. And for the brahmanas, four 

asramas: brahmacari, grihastha, vanaprastha, sannyasa. This is for the brahmanas. For the 

kshatriya: brahmacari, grihastha, and vanaprastha. For the vaisyas: brahmacari and grihastha. 

And for the sudras: no brahmacari, only family life, and that also sometimes without marriage.  

Prabhupada: That is the normal rules and regulation, that especially brahmana, he must go 

through the four asramas, first of all become brahmacari, then grihastha, then vanaprastha, then 

take sannyasa. This is for the brahmanas. And for the kshatriyas, brahmacari, grihastha, and 



vanaprastha. And for the vaisyas, brahmacari, grihastha. And for the sudras, only grihastha. This 

is the process. This is normal process.  

Analogy of the body 
According to the Vedas the four varnas are created from the body of the Lord's universal form . 

Thus their roles are analogous to the bodily limbs whose proper cooperation is essential for the 

healthy body."The virAt-puruSa's face is the brAhmaNas, His arms are the Ksatriyas, His thighs 

are the vaizyas, and the zUdras are under the protection of His feet. All the worship able 

demigods are also overtaken by Him, and it is the duty of everyone to perform sacrifices with 

feasible goods to appease the Lord." "The brAhmaNas represent His mouth, the kSatriyas His 

arms, the vaizyas His thighs, and the zUdras are born of His legs."  

 

"The brAhmaNas and Vedic knowledge come from the mouth of the Supreme Personality of 

Godhead, the kSatriyas and bodily strength come from His arms, the vaizyas and their expert 

knowledge in productivity and wealth come from His thighs, and the zUdras, who are outside of 

Vedic knowledge, come from His feet. May that Supreme Personality of Godhead, who is full in 

prowess, be pleased with us."  

Ship analogy: brahmana is a helmsman, ksatriya a captain, vaisya the cooks and sudra the sailors. 

Only if they cooperate, the ship can reach its destination. 

Goals 
"maharaja yudhisthira said: My dear lord, I wish to hear from you about the principles of religion 

by which one can attain the ultimate goal of life--devotional service. I wish to hear about the 

general occupational duties of human society and the system of social and spiritual advancement 

known as varnazrama-dharma."  

 

"O best among the twice-born, it is therefore concluded that the highest perfection one can 

achieve by discharging the duties prescribed for one's own occupation according to caste 

divisions and orders of life is to please the Personality of Godhead."  

The four statutes and orders of human society--brahmanas, ksatriyas, vaisyas and sudras, as well 

as brahmacaris, grhasthas, vanaprasthas and sannyasis--are all divisions of quality, education, 



culture and spiritual advancement attained by practicing control of the mind and the senses. All 

these divisions are based on the particular nature of each individual person, not on the principle 

of birth. 

In the Visnu Purana it is stated: 

Varnazramacaravata 

purusena parah puman 

visnur aradhyate pantha 

nanyat tat-tosa-karanam 

"One can worship the Supreme Personality of Godhead, Visnu, by proper discharge of the 

principles of varna and asrama. There is no alternative to pacifying the Lord by execution of the 

principles of the varnasrama system." 

Visnu worship is the ultimate aim of human life. Those who take the license of married life for 

sense enjoyment must also take the responsibility to satisfy the Supreme Personality of Godhead, 

Visnu, and the first stepping-stone is the varnasrama-dharma system. Varnasrama-dharma is the 

systematic institution for advancing in worship of Visnu. However, if one directly engages in the 

process of devotional service to the Supreme Personality of Godhead, it may not be necessary to 

undergo the disciplinary system of varnasrama-dharma. The other sons of Brahma, the Kumar as, 

directly engaged in devotional service, and thus they had no need to execute the principles of 

varnasrama-dharma. 

"According to the system of four varnas and four asramas, people generally worship the Supreme 

Personality of Godhead, Narayana, who is situated as the sun-god. With great faith they worship 

the Supreme Personality as the Super soul according to ritualistic ceremonies handed down in the 

three Vedas, such as agnihotra and similar higher and lower furtive acts, and according to the 

process of mystic yoga. In this way they very easily attain the ultimate goal of life."  

"By practicing in this way, whether one be in the brahmacari-Azrama, grhastha-Azrama, 

vanaprastha-Azrama or sannyasa-Azrama, one must always realize the all-pervading presence of 

the Supreme Lord, for in this way it is possible to understand the Absolute Truth."  



The Brahmana maintains his life by studying and teaching the Vedas, the member of the royal 

order by protecting the earth, the vaizya by trade, and the zudra by serving the higher, twice-born 

classes. (SB  

"Those who are followers of this varnazrama system accept religious principles according to 

authorized traditions of proper conduct. When such varnazrama duties are dedicated to Me in 

loving service, they award the supreme perfection of life."  

Sacraments  
The purpose of sacraments is to create good population - by gradual purification to attain to the 

mode of goodness (sattva-guna). If not followed, the result is varna-sankara (degraded) 

population which is a burden for the society. Vedic scriptures warn against it. In that society 

cannot be any peace and prosperity regardless of legislative adjustments. Similar rites of passage 

are known from many ancient cultures. 

The most important samskara is garbhadhana - purification of parents’ consciousness before 

conceiving their child (consciousness during conceiving influences the character of the soul).  

"Those who have been reformed by the garbhadhana ceremony and other prescribed reformatory 

methods, performed with Vedic mantras and without interruption, and who have been approved 

by Lord Brahma, are divas, or twice-born. Such brahmanas, ksatriyas and vaizyas, purified by 

their family traditions and by their behavior, should worship the Lord, study the Vedas and give 

charity. In this system, they should follow the principles of the four Ashrams Brahmacarya, 

Grhastha, Vanaprastha and sannyasa."  

1. Garbhadhana (begetting the child) 

2. Pumsavana (making male child) 

3. Simantonnayana (parting of wife's hair) 

4. Jata-karma, medha-janana (creating child's good intelligence)  

5. Nama-karma, -karana, -dheya (name-giving)  

6. Niskramana (first leaving the house)  

7. Anna-prasana (feeding the first grains)  

8. Cuda-karma, -karanam (hair-cutting)  

9. Upanayana (initiation, sacred thread ceremony)  



10. Kesanta (hair-cutting in adolescence)  

11. Samavartana (finishing the education)  

12. Vivaha (wedding)  

The following are also sometimes counted among the sanskaras: 

Sosayanti homa  

Pausti karma  

Karana-vedha  

Putra Murdhabhighranam  

Vidyarambha  

Antyesti 

Safe delivery  

Nourishment  

Piercing of the ears  

Smelling the son's head  

Entering school  

Funeral ceremonies 

Some details: 

Hindu samskaras (Shukavak N. Dasa) 

Rites and Ritual in Hindu Tradition (Jayaram V) 

Sacraments 

Ten sanskaras for Vaisnavas are described in detail by Srila Gopala Bhatta Gosvami in his Sat-

kriya-sara-dipika. A translation of this book is available from the Bhaktivedanta Academy, 

Mayapur. 

For Vaisnavas the most important sanskaras are panca sanskara received through the harinama 

and mantra-diksa. They are: 

Tilaka-dharana (Putting on tilaka) 

Mudra dharana (Placing Visnu's symbols, such as conch, lotus, club and disc, on the body) 

Nama-grahana (Taking the name of Visnu) 

Mantra-grahana (To receive a Vaisnava mantra) 

Salagrama-arcana (Receiving the right to worship a salagrama sila) 

Identification of one's varna 

Jiva Gosvami, one of the greatest acaryas in our line of disciplic succession, recommended that 

one examine the motivation that causes one to join the Krishna consciousness movement. In his 

society of Vaisnavas, he had his leaders interview the new entrants and ask them why they 



wanted to surrender to Krishna. If they replied that they were distressed, it indicated that they 

were of the sudra category. If they were in need of money, it indicated that they were of the 

vaisya category. If they were curious to see what was going on, then it indicated that they were 

of the ksatriya category and if they were seeking wisdom it indicated that they were of the 

brahmana category. The four orders of social division in the varnasrama correspond to the four 

classes of pious men who surrender to Krishna. 

Varna can be ascertained: 

- by jyotisa (horoscope) 

- by tridosa (ayurvedic constitution, only approximately) 

- by choosing specific object during annaprasana 

- by one's use of the leisure time: Brahmana educates himself, Ksatriya trains in fight (martial 

arts) or hunts, Vaisya thinks about making and investing money, Sudra has fun or is bored, in 

worse cases is engaged in crime 

- by using money: Brahmana keeps just what he needs and the rest distributes as charity to other 

brahmanas, Ksatriya uses some to run his estate and the rest distributes as charity to brahmanas 

and needful, Vaisya invests in business or liabilities and the rest distributes as charity, Sudra 

saves something and spends the rest, or spends immediately everything, esp. For drugs 

- by objects and abilities: 

Brahmana works with people (education), subtle body (thinking, speaking, writing) and 

spirituality (sacrifice, meditation, etc.) 

Ksatriya with money (taxes) and people (authorities, armed forces) 

Vaisya with animals, material objects (agriculture) and money (trade, services) 

Sudra with material objects (production, arts) 

Everyone is trying to do the best he can. When one cannot act as Brahmana, Ksatriya nor Vaisya, 

then he is Sudra. Someone may object: "I can't even do the work of Sudra. I do not want to do 

anything, just want to have fun." This is the evidence that he is sudra. 

Varna tendencies among Vaisnavas: 
Transcendental (jive-daya, nama-ruci, Vaishnava-seva) 

Brahmana (strict sadhana, renunciation, detachment, philosophy, slokas, Sanskrit) 



Ksatriya (discipline, systematization, monitoring, checking) 

Vaisya (results, business) 

Sudra (hard work and fun, excessive body care) 

Destinations 
"...The brahmanas who maintain their sacred rites attain Prajapatya (Brahma's) region. "The 

ksatriyas who never quit the battleground in fear attain Indra's region. The vaisyas who strictly 

adhere to their duties attain the region of the Maruts (wind gods). "The sudras who serve others 

attain the region of Gandharvas. The region attained by the eighty-eight thousand sages who 

have sublimated their sensual feelings can be attained by pupils who remain continuously with 

their preceptor’s brahmacaris. The region of the seven divine sages is obtained by forest-dweller 

vanaprastha. "The region, from which the sage never returns, the region of Brahman, the 

Blissful, is for the ascetics sannyasis who control their minds, who renounce and who sublimate 

their base passions."  

 

Degradation of the varnasrama in Kali-yuga 
"At that time the people in general will fall systematically from the path of a progressive 

civilization in respect to the qualitative engagements of the castes and the orders of society and 

the Vedic injunctions. Thus they will be more attracted to economic development for sense 

gratification, and as a result there will be an unwanted population on the level of dogs and 

monkeys."  

 

"People who are lowest among men and bewildered by the illusory energy of the Supreme Lord 

will give up the original varnazrama-dharma and its rules and regulations. They will abandon 

bathing three times daily and worshiping the Lord. Abandoning cleanliness and neglecting the 

Supreme Lord, they will accept nonsensical principles. Not regularly bathing or washing their 

mouths regularly, they will always remain unclean, and they will pluck out their hair. Following 

a concocted religion, they will flourish. During this age of Kali, people are more inclined to 

irreligious systems. Consequently these people will naturally deride Vedic authority, the 



followers of Vedic authority, the brahmanas, the Supreme Personality of Godhead and the 

devotees."  

"The Brahmacaris will fail to execute their vows and become generally unclean, the 

householders will become beggars, the Vanaprasthas will live in the villages, and the sannyasis 

will become greedy for wealth."  

Kaler daza-sahasrani  

madbhaktah samti bhu-tale  

ekavarna bhavisyamti  

madbhaktesu gatesu ca 

"For 10,000 years of Kali such devotees of Mine will fill the whole planet. After the departure of 

My devotees there will be only one varna."  

Vaisnava verse book: 

"Note that this phrase originates from the following verse found in the Skanda Purana: 

Azuddhah zudra-kalpa hi 

brahmanah kali-sambhavah 

Asuddhah - impure, sudra-kalpa - like sudras, brahmana - brahmanas, kali-sambhavah - born in 

Kali-yuga, present age of degradation 

In the Kali-yuga brahmanas will certainly become like (be born as) impure sudras. (Without 

samskaras and spiritual training, the brahmanas of Kali-yuga are considered sudras.) 

Comparison of social systems 
1. Human Being Definition 

    Varnasrama: Eternal Entity In Human Body 

    Capitalism: Material Body 

    Socialism: Material Body 

2. Attitude To Dharma And Moksha 



     Varnasrama: Positive, Both Cultivated Systematically 

    Capitalism: Neutral  

    Socialism: Negative  

 

3. Natural Differences among People Accepted 

    Varnasrama: Yes, Cultivated Systematically 

    Capitalism: Yes, Cultivated Unsystematically 

    Socialism: No (Egalitarianism) 

 

4. People Brought Up and Engaged According To Their Nature 

    Varnasrama: Yes 

    Capitalism: No 

    Socialism: No 

 

5. Education Expenses 

   Varnasrama: Guru Daksina 

   Capitalism: Paid Directly 

   Socialism: Paid By Taxes 

6. Capital, Property, Resources Ownership, Control Over Production 

   Varnasrama: Mainly Ksatriyas And Vaisyas 

   Capitalism: Mainly 'Vaisyas' 

   Socialism: 'Sudras'/State  

 

7. Health Care 

   Varnasrama: Individual, Holistic (Ayurveda), Low Cost, High Quality 

   Capitalism: Institutionalized (Private Companies), Allopathic, Quality Mainly Depends On 

Cost 

   Socialism: State Companies, Allopathic, Low Quality (High Quality Only For Elite) 

 

8. Nature Of Economics 



    Varnasrama: Stable, Based On Self-Sufficiency And Minimalization of Material Needs 

    Capitalism: Expansive (Surplus Reinvested), Performance And Profit-Based 

    Socialism: Digressive (Surplus Diluted), State Plan-Based 

 

9. Survival Time 

    Varnasrama: Treta Yuga, Dvapara Yuga 

    Capitalism: Hundreds old Years 

    Socialism: Tens of Years 

 

10. Economics Vs. Nature 

     Varnasrama: Preserving Status Quo, Low Impact On Environment (Agrarian-Based System) 

     Capitalism: Expansive (Produces Surplus), Depletes Resources, Externalizes Environmental 

Costs 

     Socialism: Digressive, Depletes Resources, Neglects Environment 

 

11. Power Holders 

     Varnasrama: Ksatriyas Guided By Brahmanas And Economically Supported By Vaisyas And 

Sudras 

     Capitalism: 'Vaisyas', Increasing Taxes-Based State, Totalitarian Tendencies  

     Socialism: 'Sudras', Totalitarian State 

 

12. Currency Standard 

     Varnasrama: Gold, Barter 

     Capitalism: Gold, Later Nothing 

     Socialism: Gold, Money Value Decided By State 

 

13. Public Debt 

      Varnasrama: No 

       Capitalism: Yes 

 

 



14. Taxes 

      Varnasrama:  

      Capitalism: 

      Socialism: ?  

 

15. Interest 

     Varnasrama:  

     Capitalism:  

     Socialism:  

 

16. Individual Business Profit Surplus Used For 

     Varnasrama: Investment, Charity 

     Capitalism: Self And Family, Investment, Charity 

     Socialism: Self And Family 

 

17. Unemployment 

     Varnasrama: No  

     Capitalism: Yes 

     Socialism: No  

 

18. Life Standard/Social Tensions 

     Varnasrama: Hierarchized  

     Capitalism: Hierarchized  

     Socialism: Overtly Equal  

    

19. Work Motivation 

      Varnasrama: Dharma, Profit (Artha), Sense Enjoyment (Kama) 

      Capitalism: Profit, Sense Enjoyment 

      Socialism: Small Incentives, 

  

20. Charity Motivation 



     Varnasrama: Dharma, Good Karma, Mercy 

     Capitalism: Profit, Self-Promotion 

     Socialism: None  

 

Conclusion: 

From this comparison it's obvious that capitalism and socialism are retrogressive systems, 

heading to a collapse. Of the two, socialism collapses sooner. 

Further Resources: 
Vajrasucika Upanishad from the Sama Veda describes the true character of a Brahmana and 

incidentally offers comments on the nature of the Supreme Reality. This Upanishad undermines 

caste distinctions based on birth. 

Among the dharma-sastras (category of scriptures dealing with social and religious rules) one 

can find very elaborate treatment of the varnas and asramas with their roles and duties in 

the Manu-samhita, the law book of humanity: 

"All the Manus offered their prayers as follows: As Your order carriers, O Lord, we, the Manus, 

are the law-givers for human society, but because of the temporary supremacy of this great 

demon, Hiranyakazipu, our laws for maintaining Varnazrama-dharma were destroyed. O Lord, 

now that You have killed this great demon, we are in our normal condition.  
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Untouchables of Malabar, Kerala (1906) 

Untouchability and discrimination 
In the name of untouchability, Dalits have faced work and descent-based discrimination at the 

hands of the dominant castes. Instances of this discrimination at different places and times 

included:  

• Prohibition from eating with other caste members 

• Provision of separate glasses for Dalits in village tea stalls 

• Discriminatory seating arrangements and separate utensils in restaurants 

• Segregation in seating and food arrangements in village functions and festivals 

• Prohibition from entering into village temples 

• Prohibition from wearing sandals or holding umbrellas in front of higher caste members 

• Prohibition from entering other caste homes 

• Prohibition from riding a bicycle inside the village 

• Prohibition from using common village path 

• Separate burial grounds 

• No access to village’s common/public properties and resources (wells, ponds, temples, 

etc.) 

• Segregation (separate seating area) of Dalit children in schools 

• Sub-standard wages 

• Bonded labour 

• Social boycotts by other castes for refusing to perform their "duties" 



Government action in India 
The 1950 national constitution  of  India legally abolished the practice of untouchability and 

provided measures for discrimination in both educational institutions and public services for 

Dalits and other social groups who lie within the caste system. These are supplemented by 

official bodies such as the National Commission for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. 

Despite this, instances of prejudice against Dalits still occur in some rural areas, as evidenced by 

events such as the Kherlanji massacre. 

 

OF ALL the evils for which man has made himself responsible, none is so degrading, so 

shocking or so brutal as his abuse of the better half of humanity to me, the female sex, not 

the weaker sex. It is the nobler of the two, for it is even today the embodiment of sacrifice, 

silent suffering, humility, faith and knowledge.  

Woman must cease to consider herself the object of man’s lust. The remedy is more in her 

hands than man’s. She must refuse to adorn herself for men, including her husband, if she 

will be an equal partner with man. I cannot imagine Sita even wasting a single moment on 

pleasing Rama by physical charms.  

 

If I was born a woman, I would rise in rebellion against any pretension on the part of man 

that woman is born to be his plaything. I have mentally become a woman in order to steal 

into her heart. I could not steal into my wife’s heart until I decided to treat her differently 

than I used to do, and so I restored to her all her rights by dispossessing myself of all my so-

called rights as her husband. And you see her today as simple as myself. 

You find no necklaces, no fineries on her. I want you to be like that. Refuse to be the slaves 

of your own whims and fancies, and the slaves of men. Refuse to decorate yourselves, and 

don’t go in for scents and lavender waters; if you [woman] want to give out the proper 

scent, it must come out of your heart, and then you will captivate not man, but humanity. It 



is your birth-right. Man is born of woman, he is flesh of her flesh and bone of her bone. 

Come to your own and deliver your message again.  

 

Not Weaker Sex  

To call woman the weaker sex is a libel; it is man’s injustice to woman. If by strength is 

meant brute strength, then, indeed, is woman less brute than man. If by strength is meant 

moral power, then woman is immeasurably man’s superior. Has she not greater intuition, is 

she not more self-sacrificing, has she not greater courage? Without her man could not be. If 

non-violence is the law of our being, the future is with woman… Who can make a more 

effective appeal to he heart than woman? 

Had not man in his blind selfishness crushed woman’s soul as he has done or had she not 

succumbed to ‘the enjoyments’ she would have given the world an exhibition of the infinite 

strength that is latent in her. The world shall see it in all its wonder and glory when woman 

has secured an equal opportunity for herself with man and fully developed her powers of 

mutual aid and combination. 

Woman, I hold, is the personification of self-sacrifice, but unfortunately today she does not 

realize what a tremendous advantage she has over man. As Tolstoy used to say, they are 

labouring under the hypnotic influence of man. If they would realize the strength of non-

violence they would not consent to be called the weaker sex.  

Perversion of Place  

Woman is the companion of man, gifted with equal mental capacities. She has the right to 

participate in very minutest detail in the activities of man and she has an equal right of 

freedom and liberty with him. 

She is entitled to a supreme place in her own sphere of activity as man is in his. This ought 

to be the natural condition of things and not as a result only of learning to read and write. 



By sheer force of a vicious custom, even the most ignorant and worthless men have been 

enjoying a superiority over woman which they do not deserve and ought not to have. Many 

of our movements stop half way because of the condition of our women. 

Man the law-giver will have to pay a dreadful penalty for the degradation he has imposed 

upon the so-called weaker sex. When woman, freed from man’s snares, rises to the full 

height and rebels against man’s legislation and institutions designed by him, her rebellion, 

no doubt non-violent, will be none the less effective.  

Woman has circumvented man in a variety of ways in her unconsciously subtle ways, as 

man has vainly and equally unconsciously struggled to thwart woman in gaining 

ascendancy over him. The result is a stalemate. Thus viewed, it is a serious problem the 

enlightened daughters of Bharat Mata are called upon to solve. They may not ape the 

manner of the West, which may be suited to its environment. They must apply methods 

suited to the Indian genius and Indian environment. Theirs must be the strong, controlling, 

purifying, steadying hand, conserving what is best in our culture and unhesitatingly 

rejecting what is base and degrading. This is the work of Sitas, Draupadis, Savitris, and 

Damayantis, not of amazons and prudes.  

Man has regarded woman as his tool. She has learnt to be his tool, and in the end found it 

easy and pleasurable to be such because when one drags another in his fall the descent is 

easy.  

I hold that the right education in this country is to teach woman the art of saying ‘no’ even 

to her husband, to teach her that it is no part of her duty to become a mere tool or a doll in 

her husband’s hands. She has rights as well as duties. 

Right Education 



I believe in the proper education of woman. But I do believe that woman will not make her 

contribution to the world by mimicking or running a race with men. She can run the race, 

but she will not rise to the great heights she is capable of by mimicking man. She has to be 

the complement of man.  

Self-protection 

Those who see in Sita a willing slave under Rama do not realize the loftiness of either her 

independence or Rama’s consideration for her in everything. Sita was no helpless, weak 

woman incapable of protecting herself or her honour.  

I have a fear that the modern girl loves to be Juliet to half a dozen Romeos. She loves 

adventure… The modern girl dresses not to protect herself from wind, rain and sun, but to 

attract attention. She improves upon nature by painting herself and looking extraordinary. 

The non-violent way is not for such girls.  

Woman may not look for protection to men. They must rely on their own strength and 

purity of character and on God as did Draupadi of old 

Rightful Place 

Women are special custodians of all that is pure and religious in life. Conservative by 

nature, if they are slow to shed superstitious habits, they are also slow to give up all that is 

pure and noble in life. 

I do not envisage the wife, as a rule, following an avocation independently of her husband. 

The care of the children, and the upkeep of the household are quite enough to fully engage 

all her energy. 

In a well-ordered society, the additional burden of maintaining the family ought not to fall 

on her. The man should look to the maintenance of the family, the woman to house-hold 



management, the two thus supplementing and complementing each other’s labours. 

Nor do I see in this any invasion of woman’s rights or suppression of her freedom…. The 

epithets used in our literatures to describe a wife are Ardhangana, ‘the better half’ and 

sahadharmini, ‘the helpmate’. The husband addressing the wife as devi or goddess does not 

show any disparagement. 

… The woman who knows and fulfils her duty realizes her dignified status. She is the 

queen, not the slave, of the household over which she presides.  

But some how or other man has dominated woman from ages past, and so woman has 

developed an inferiority complex. She has believed in the truth of man’s interested teaching 

that she is inferior to him. But the seers among men have recognized her equal status. 

Nevertheless there is no doubt that at some point there is bifurcation. Whilst both are 

fundamentally one, it is also equally true that in the form there is a vital difference between 

the two. Hence the vocations of the two must also be different.  

Woman and Ahimsa 

I do believe that it is woman’s mission to exhibit ahimsa at its highest and best…For 

woman is more fitted than man to make explorations and take bolder action in ahimsa… For 

the courage of self-sacrifice woman is any- day superior to man, as I believe man is to 

woman for the courage of the brute.  

 

My own opinion is that, just as fundamentally man and woman are one, their problem must 

be one in essence. The soul in both is the same. The two live the same life, have the same 

feelings. Each is a complement of the other. The one cannot live without the other’s active 

help. 



I have suggested…that woman is the incarnation of ahimsa. Ahimsa means infinite love, 

which again means infinite capacity for suffering. Who but woman, the mother of man, 

shows this capacity in the largest measure? She shows it as she carries the infant and feeds it 

during nine months and derives joy in the suffering involved. What can beat the suffering 

caused by the pangs of labour? But she forgets them in the joy of creation. 

Who, again, suffers daily so that her babe may wax from day to day? Let her transfer that 

love to the whole of humanity, let her forget that she ever was or can be the object of man’s 

lust. And she will occupy her proud position by the side of man as his mother, maker and 

silent leader. It is given to her to teach the art of peace to the warring world thirsting for that 

nectar.  

Special Mission 

The duty of motherhood, which the vast majority of women will always undertake, requires 

qualities which man need not possess. She is passive, he is active. She is essentially mistress 

of the house. He is the bread-winner, she is the keeper and distributor of the bread. She is 

the care-taker in every sense of the term. The art of bringing up the infants of the race is her 

special and sole prerogative. Without her care the race must become extinct. 

In my opinion, it is degrading both for man and woman that woman should be called upon 

or induced to forsake hearth and shoulder the rifle for the protection of that hearth. It is a 

reversion to barbarity and the beginning of the end. In trying to ride the horse that man 

rides, she brings herself and him down. 

The sin will be on man’s head for tempting or compelling his companion to desert her 

special calling. There is as much bravery in keeping one’s home in good order and 

condition as there is fin defending it against attack from without… 

My contribution to the great problem lies in my presenting for acceptance truth and ahimsa 

in every walk of life, whether for individuals or nations. I have hugged the hope that in this 

woman will be the unquestioned leader and, having thus found her place in human 

evolution, she will shed her inferiority complex. 

If she is able to do this successfully, she must resolutely refuse to believe in the modern 



teaching that everything is determined and regulated by the sex impulse 

Woman is naturally more self-suffering. Non-violence therefore comes more easily to her. 

 

I expect love and toleration in a higher degree from women than from men. I wonder where 

they are drifting and what women will or can teach their children if their hearts are 

permeated with hate.  

 

Equality of Sexes  

I am uncompromising in the matter of women’s rights. In my opinion, she should labour 

under no legal disability not suffered by men. I should treat the daughters and sons on a 

footing or perfect equality.  

Equality of sexes does not mean equality of occupations. There may be no legal bar against 

a woman hunting or wielding a lance. But she instinctively recoils from a function that 

belongs to man, nature has created sexes as complements of each other. Their functions are 

defined as are their forms. 

Legislation has been mostly the handiwork of men; and men has not always been fair and 

discriminate in performing that self–appointed task. The largest part of our effort in 

promoting the regeneration of women should be directed towards removing those blemishes 

which are represented in our Shastras as the necessary and ingrained characteristics of 

women. Who will attempt this and how? 

In my humble opinion, in order to make the attempt, we will have to produce women, pure , 

firm and self-controlled as Sita, Damayanti and Draupadi. If we do produce them, such 

modern sisters will receive the same homage from Hindu society as is being paid to their 



prototypes of yore. Their words will have the same authority as the Shastras. We will feel 

ashamed of the stray reflections on them in our Smritis, and will soon forget them. Such 

revolutions have occurred in Hinduism in the past, and will still take place in the future, 

leading to the stability of our faith. 

I make no distinction between man and woman. Woman should feel just as independent as 

men. Bravery is not man’s monopoly.  

Today few women take part in politics and most of these do not do independent thinking. 

They are content to carry out their parents’ or their husbands’ behests. Realizing their 

dependence, they cry out for women’s rights. Instead of doing this, however, women worker 

should enroll women as voters, impart or have import or have imparted to them practical 

education, teach them to think independently, release them from the chains of caste that 

bind them, so as to bring about a change in them which will compel men to realize woman’s 

strength and capacity for sacrifice and give her places of honour.  

 

There is no occasion for women to consider themselves subordinate or inferior to men. 

Languages proclaim that woman is half of man and, by parity of reasoning, man is half of 

woman. They are not two separate entities, but halves of one. The English language goes 

further and calls woman the better half of man. 

Therefore, I advise women to resort to civil rebellion against all undesirable and unworthy 

restraints. All restraints to be beneficial must be voluntary. There is no possibility of harm 

resulting from civil rebellion. It presupposes purity and reasoned resistance.  

Man should learn to give place to woman and a country or community in which women are 



not honoured can not be considered as civilized.  

The Purdah 

And why is there all this morbid anxiety about female purity? Have women any say in the 

matter of male purity? We hear nothing of women’s anxiety about men’s chastity. Why 

should men arrogate to themselves the right to regulate female purity? It cannot be 

superimposed from without. It is a matter of evolution from within and, therefore, of 

individual self-effort.

Chastity is not a hot-house growth. It cannot be protected by the surrounding wall of the 

purdah. It must grow from within and, to be worth anything, it must be capable of 

withstanding every unsought temptation. 

Dowry System 

The system has to go. Marriage must cease to be a matter of arrangement made by parents 

for money. The system is intimately connected with caste. So long as the choice is restricted 

to a few hundred young men or young women of a particular caste, the system will persist 

no matter what is said against it. The girls or boys or their parents will have to break the 

bonds of caste if the evil is to be eradicated. All this means education of a character that will 

revolutionize the mentality of the youth of the nation. 

Any young man who makes dowry a condition of marriage discredits his education and his 

country and dishonours womanhood. 

…..A strong public opinion should be created in condemnation of the degrading practice of 

dowry and young men who soil their fingers with such ill-gotten gold should be ex-

communicated from society. Parents of girls should cease to be dazzled by English degrees 

and should not hesitate to travel outside their little castes and provinces to secure true 

gallant young men for their daughters. 



Widow Re-marriage 

Voluntary widowhood consciously adopted by woman who has felt the affection of a 

partner adds grace and dignity to life, sanctifies the home and uplifts religion itself. 

Widowhood imposed by religion or custom is an unbearable yoke and defiles the home by 

secret vice and degrades religion. 

If we would be pure, if we would save Hinduism, we must rid ourselves of this poison of 

enforced widowhood. The reform must begin by those who have girl-widows taking 

courage in both their hands and seeing that the child-widows in their charge are duly and 

well married-not remarried. They were never really married.  

Divorce 

Marriage confirms the right of union between two partners to the exclusion of all the others 

when, in their joint opinion, they consider such union to be desirable, but it confers no right 

upon one partner to demand obedience of the other to one’s wish for union. What should be 

done when one partner on moral or other grounds cannot conform to the wishes of the other 

is a separate question. Personally, if divorce was the only alternative, I should not hesitate to 

accept it, rather than interrupt my moral progress, assuming that I want to restrain myself on 

purely moral grounds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 8 

Sarvodaya and Critique To Modern Civilization 

 

(Devanagari: Gujarati :) is a term meaning 'universal uplift' or 'progress of all'. The term was first 

coined by Mahatma as the title of his 1908 translation of John Ruskin's tract on political 

economy, Unto  This  Last, and Gandhi came to use the term for the ideal of his own political 

philosophy. Later Gandhians, like the Indian nonviolence activist Vinoba Bhave, embraced the 

term as a name for the social movement in post-independence India which strove to ensure that 

self-determination and equality reached all strata of Indian society 

Origins and Gandhi's political ideal 

Gandhi received a copy of Ruskin's Unto This Last from a British friend, Mr. Henry Polak, while 

working as a lawyer in South Africa in 1904. In his Autobiography, Gandhi remembers the 

twenty-four hour train ride to Durban (from when he first read the book), being so in the grip of 

Ruskin's ideas that he could not sleep at all: "I determined to change my life in accordance with 

the ideals of the book."As Gandhi construed it, Ruskin's outlook on political-economic life 

extended from three central tenets: 

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

2. That a lawyer's work has the same value as the barber's in as much as all have the 

same right of earning their livelihood from their work. 

3. That a life of labour, i.e., the life of the tiller of the soil and the handicraftsman is 

the life worth living. 

The first of these I knew. The second I had dimly realized. The third had never occurred 

to me. Unto This Last made it clear as daylight for me that the second and third were 

contained in the first. I arose with the dawn, ready to reduce these principles to practice.  ” 



Four years later, in 1908, Gandhi rendered a paraphrased translation of Ruskin's book into his 

native tongue of Gujarati. He entitled the book Sarvodaya, a compound (samāsa) he invented 

from two Sanskrit roots: sarva (all) and udaya (uplift) -- "the uplift of all" (or as Gandhi glossed 

it in his autobiography, "the welfare of all"). 

Although inspired by Ruskin, the term would for Gandhi come to stand for a political ideal of his 

own stamp. (Indeed Gandhi was keen to distance himself from Ruskin's more conservative 

ideas.) The ideal which Gandhi strove to put into practice in his ashrams was, he hoped, one that 

he could persuade the whole of India to embrace, becoming a light to the other nations of the 

world. The Gandhian social ideal encompassed the dignity of labor, an equitable distribution of 

wealth, communal self-sufficiency and individual freedom. 

Sarvodaya movement 
Gandhi's ideals have lasted well beyond the achievement of one of his chief projects, Indian 

independence (swaraj). His followers in India (notably, Vinoba  Bhave) continued working to 

promote the kind of society that he envisioned, and their efforts have come to be known as the 

Sarvodaya Movement. Anima Bose has referred to the movement's philosophy as "a fuller and 

richer concept of people's democracy than any we have yet known." Sarvodaya workers 

associated with Vinoba, J. P. Narayan, Dada Dharmadhikari, Dhirendra Mazumdaar, Shankarrao 

Deo, K. G. Mashruwala undertook various projects aimed at encouraging popular self-

organisation during the 1950s and 1960s, including Bhoodan and Gramdan movements. Many 

groups descended from these networks continue to function locally in India today. Beginning on 

the one year anniversary of the immersion of Gandhi's ashes, an annual Sarvodaya mela or 

festival has been held at Srirangapatna and at Tirunavaya. At the latter site, it was instituted by 

K. Kelappan (Kelappaji). 

 

In his own way, Gandhi had been a critic of modern civilization. He criticized almost each and 

every aspect of modern civilization. Whether it was the machine, profession of doctors’ lawyers 

or various political structures like State/Parliament, Gandhi could never confirm his appreciation 

of these signifiers of modernity. This shows that to some extent for Gandhi everything was 

wrong with modern civilization. However, interestingly Gandhi’s life was highly influenced by 

these modern metaphors. I mean he was an excellent physician. From time to time like a doctor 



he did experiments with his body. He wrote very seriously on diets. And he discovered many 

indigenous medicines for Kasturba and the people around him. 

Similarly, though he wrote extensively that modern political institutions were hardly worth to be 

called so as they cared neither for people’s participation nor for their political empowerment, 

Parliaments were like talking shops, modern political institutions were not only misusing public 

money, but also misled people’s aspirations, Gandhi never advocated total regregation of politics 

from political institutions. He very much understood the perpetual need for political institutions. 

Hence, if Ramrajya was an ideal, then Swaraj was the second best option for Gandhi. 

Again, one can see that even being critical of the railways Gandhi travelled frequently by trains. 

Gandhi never said that he was against machines or technologies. He wrote that he had problem 

with the craze behind these.1 And he used charkha, a kind of machine, as a tool for salvation. 

Therefore, one has to be patient enough to get an answer to the question: why did Gandhi 

criticise modernity? Why did he condemn modernity? It may seem a very simple and straight 

foreword question, but to get a satisfactory answer one has to unfold various hidden perspectives 

which may not be directly related to the discourse that follows but indirectly the analysis may 

enrich our vision. 

We all know that modernity is different from pre-modernity on various grounds. I would like to 

confine myself only with two important aspects of modernity: first, the nature of modern 

machines, and secondly, the tendency of functional specialisation. Let us take the first one, the 

nature of machines in the modern era. 

Modern society is called a mechanical society but it does not mean that machines were not there 

in the pre-modern era. A cursory glance at the history of human civilization shows that in every 

era, human beings had been using certain types of machines. But, of course, the nature of pre-

modern machines was totally different from that of the modern machines. Previously machines 

were indigenous in nature. They were invented just to fulfill requirements of the communities. 

Production took place exactly according to the requirements. Those indigenous machines were 

self-sufficient in nature. Therefore, there was no scope for competition and subsequent 

corruption. Machines were discovered to fulfill society’s need rather than to satisfy an 

individual’s greed. 



But, after the industrial and technological revolution of eighteenth century, these machines were 

coming up in a more sophisticated manner. Modern machines are designed to fulfill global 

needs. We have the universal nature of machines in the modern era. I mean these modern 

machines are devised in such a way that they can function anywhere throughout the globe. 

Irrespective of the limited local natural resources they can produce anything upto any amount. 

They are invented to serve the globe rather than a specific community. Consequently they are 

producing at the mass level. And while distributing these products the producers are getting 

enough chance for deception. Mass production is responsible for hegemony and subsequent 

domination. Enriched economies are producing commodities at enormous scale and using the 

Third World countries as their market, which often results in the reduction of the indigenous 

economy of the developing countries. Not only this, the nature of these machines is highly 

individual-oriented. Modern men can use these technologies for their own personal pleasure and 

luxury. Therefore these machines are enhancing hedonistic life-styles. The whole scenario of 

human life gets changed or becomes mechanised in modernity. For Gandhi, the mechanisation or 

fetishism of technology was closely tied up with the phenomenon of industrialism, another 

apparently self-propelling and endless process of creating larger and larger industries with no 

other purpose than to produce cheap consumer goods and maximize profit. He argued that since 

modern economic life followed an inexorable momentum of its own, it reduced men to its 

helpless and passive victim and represented a new form of slavery, more comfortable and 

invidious and hence more dangerous than the earlier ones. 

The capitalist hunt for profits led to mechanisation and industrialism. For Gandhi, machines 

relieved drudgery, created leisure, increased efficiency. Their use must therefore be guided by a 

well-considered moral theory indicating how the new men should live, spend their free time and 

relate to one another. Since modern economy lacked such a theory and was only propelled by the 

search for profit, it mechanised production without any regard for its wider moral and cultural 

consequences. Hence, in the modern era the increasing use of machinery and technology led to 

unemployment in very large measure. In his famous book Hind Swaraj, Gandhi wrote: 

Today machinery merely helps a few to ride on the back of millions. The impetus behind it all is 

not the philanthropy to save labour, but greed. It is against this constitution of things that I am 



fighting with all my might … the supreme consideration is man. The machine should not tend to 

atrophy the limbs of man. 

Men are replaced by machines and thus there is a great scarcity of work. And consequently we 

are facing the problem of corruption and immorality in economy. Gandhi intended to provide the 

minimum basic needs to each and every one. If the machine can do so than it is to be accepted; 

otherwise it should be regarded as a curse for the society. 

Whether it is machine or anything else, the ultimate objective of every need or deed must always 

be to get freedom, freedom from our own blemishes, and freedom from our own flaws and 

imperfections. And Gandhi assumes that even machines must help us in this direction of getting 

freedom.  

Ideally, I would rule out all machinery, even as I would reject this body, which is not helped to 

salvation, and seek the liberation of the soul. From that point of view I would reject all 

machinery, but machines will remain because, like the body, they are inevitable. The body itself, 

as I told you, is the purest piece of mechanism; but if it is a hindrance to the highlight fights of 

the soul, it has to be rejected. 

Actually, the ideal society about which Gandhi is discussing, is the society where the individual 

is of supreme consideration and all the other aspects of the society, either machine, industry, 

production or distribution, evolve around him. That is why he said that healthy soul and body 

along with healthy relations would be the basic tenets of Swaraj. For Gandhi, science is equal to 

spirituality; both should mean the same thing. One is more concerned with the outer aspect of the 

world and the other with the inner aspect, and both combined will give us the whole world in 

ourselves. So, science and spirituality should combine and that was the only way to liberate not 

only India but the whole world and there can be kingdom of Heaven on this earth; otherwise, if 

science goes with violence both would destroy the whole world. 

It shows that Gandhi was in favour of controlled and balanced development founded on 

humanity and morality. But, a body-centric or materialist view of man attributed two basic 

properties to him, namely, ‘selfishness’ and an ‘infinite multiplicity of wants and regarded them 

as natural and legitimate’ 



MODERN man spends most of his energy in trying to steady himself in a holistic and unsteady 

environment. He has neither the inclination nor the ability to slow down the tempo of his life, 

relax, compose himself, and reflect on his pattern of life and nurture the inner springs of energy. 

He lives outside himself and exhausts himself physically and spiritually. Predictably he needs to 

depend on such ultimately debilitating sources of instant energy and intoxicating spirits, tea and 

coffee, in order to constantly whip him into action. Inwardly empty and frightened to be alone 

with himself, he is always busy, turning to one activity after another, easily bored and feverishly 

looking for new sources of amusement. Gandhi thought that modern civilization had a depressing 

air of ‘futility’ and ‘madness’ about it and was likely to destroy itself before long. So long as we 

act as machines, there can be no question of morality. If we want to call an action moral, it 

should have been done consciously and as a matter of duty.6 Gandhi’s philosophy emphasizes 

the importance of morality and dignity of man. He accepts the utility of machines, but not at the 

cost of human beings. For Gandhi, man is of supreme consideration and he must be accepted as 

such. 

A proper civilisation placed man at its centre and measured its greatness in terms of its ability to 

produce men and women possessing such distinctively human powers as self-determination, 

autonomy, self-knowledge, self-discipline and social cooperation. Modern civilization did the 

opposite. By encouraging them to subject their powers to large organisations run by experts, it 

rendered men passive, helpless and heteronomous. 

Further, modern society is a functionally specialised society. For structuralists like Talcott 

Parsons and Ralf Dahrendorf, modernisation refers to a change from relatively undifferentiated 

to increasingly differentiated social forms attended by ever more complex specialisations and 

functional interdependence. In terms of its role it envisions a shift from ascribed, functionally 

diffused and particularistic roles to specific achievement-oriented and universal roles. 

Parsons identifies four ‘evolutionary universals’ as fundamental to the structure of a modern 

society: bureaucratic organisations, money and markets, a universalistic legal system, and 

democratic association in both government and private spheres. These developments in effect are 

believed to lead to the “increasing generalised adaptive capacity of societies”, which, in turn, is 

regarded as a measure of modernisation. 



Ralf Dahrendorf defines modernity on similar grounds and says: Modernity is differentiation at 

workplace... It is most significant in the sphere of labour, where there appear a great number of 

specialised, narrowly defined occupations and professions, requiring diverse skills, competences 

and training. But it is also pronounced in the sphere of consumption, where the staggering 

variety of options or ‘life-chances’ faces every potential consumer. Both raise tremendously the 

scope of choices, in education, occupational carrier and life-style. 

These reflections from two renowned social scientists explain that modernity has given birth to 

an intelligent and smart life-style. Modern society is an expert society. Functional specialisation 

is a prominent feature of modern civilisation. Functions have been strictly defined and like the 

Platonic Ideal State nobody dares to tread into the periphery of the other’s job. Everyone has 

been trained in a specific way. Doctors cannot even imagine their worth outside hospitals. 

Similar is the case with lawyers, academicians, politicians, spiritual teachers and others. Modern 

men are very circumscribed men. Their rationality has become an instrument of their self-

degradation. 

 

GANDHI’S problem with modern civilization lies here. He is not criticising either doctors or 

lawyers, though apparently it appears so. But Gandhi had a problem with the narrow and limited 

nature of these professions. These professions have become limited because of the craze behind 

functional specialisation of the modern age. And we are all aware of the fundamental fact that 

functional specialisation is not only restricting our chances of becoming versatile but also 

paralysing the whole societal set-up. I mean modern society is the most dependent society and so 

is the modern man. The modern expert man can perform only one function at a time in which he 

has been trained. His rationality is confining him only within his own sphere of activity. He 

cannot even think of looking beyond that defined area of his instrumental interest. That is why 

Herbert Marcuse9 says modern society is a one-dimensional society; Jurgen Habermas10 calls it 

as ill-legitimised society. Modernity increases our dependency on others. And Gandhi is 

conscious of self-sufficiency and self-dependency. 

Let us have a complete discourse in Gandhi’s terms about what the medical profession and other 

modern professions are doing. Gandhi says ideally medical science should aim at two things. 



First, it should help people to acquire a greater understanding and control of their bodies by 

explaining to them the causes and axiology of their ailments, how to represent them and that they 

are integrally related to their ways of life. Second, since the body is not an inert machine but a 

living organism with its own rhythm and built-in intelligence, medical science should mobilise 

its internal resources and wisely activate them where necessary by external help. Modern 

medicine did neither. 

In Gandhi’s words 
Doctors have almost unhinged us. Sometimes I think that quacks are better than highly qualified 

doctors. Let us consider this: the business of a doctor is to take care of the body, or, properly 

speaking, not even that. Their business is really to rid the body of diseases that may afflict it. 

How do these diseases arise? Surely by our negligence or indulgence. I overeat, I have 

indigestion, I go to a doctor, he gives me medicine. I am cured. I overeat again, I take his pills 

again. Had I not taken the pills in the first instance, I would have suffered the punishment 

deserved by me and I would not have overeaten again. The doctor intervened and helped me to 

indulge myself. My body thereby certainly felt more at ease; but my mind was weakened. A 

continuance of a course of medicine must, therefore, result in loss of control over the mind. 

 

Modern medicines are making man a dependent being. And Gandhi wants to liberate man. He 

said: I have indulged in vice, I contract a disease, a doctor cures me, the odds are that I shall 

repeat the vice. Had the doctor not intervened, nature would have done its work, and I would 

have acquired mastery over myself, would have been freed from vice and would have become 

happy. 

Gandhi wants to illustrate that the doctor’s intention is to save the body but the ultimate aim was 

to save even the soul along with the body. But the whole modern structural set-up is restricting 

us. Bhikhu Parekh, one of the famous Gandhian scholars, says that modern civilisation was also 

involved in an egregious amount of violence against nature, which was largely seen as man’s 

propensity to do with it what he liked. Its resources were ruthlessly exploited and its rhythm and 

balance disturbed, and animals were freely killed or tortured for food, sport, fancy clothes and 

medical experiments. In Gandhi’s view, violence ‘oozed from every pore’ of modern society and 

had so much become a way of life that the modern man could not cope with his relations with 



himself or other men without translating them into the military language of conflict, struggle, 

mastery, subjugation, domination, victory and defeat. Deeply rooted in violence man felt 

suffocated in its absence. Medical science also showed little respect for the integrity of the body 

and was suffused with the spirit of violence characteristic of modern civilisation. It did not see 

the aliment as the overworked and in disciplined body’s plea for rest and discipline, but rather as 

an unacceptable interference with its hectic routine, requiring an immediate and effective 

response. The body was not allowed to cope with illness at its own pace and by means of its own 

judiciously activated resources; instead its sluggish rhythm was aggressively manipulated by 

bombarding it with powerful chemical agents which ended up doing it grave long-term harm. 

Like the other forms of violence, medical violence too was subjected to an inflationary spiral. 

Once the ‘enemies’ invading the body developed ‘defences’ against one set of drugs, more 

potent ones were invented doing yet greater violence to it and to the animals on whom they were 

first tried out. The poor body became a battlefield where powerful armies fought out a deadly 

contest in which it was itself often the first casualty. 

Modern medical science is representing a severe form of violence. European doctors are the 

worst of all. For the sake of a mistaken care of the human body, they kill annually thousands of 

animals. They practice dissection. No religion sanctions this. All say that it is not necessary to 

take so many lives for the sake of our bodies. 

IT’S not only with the medical profession but the same situation is there other professions too. 

Whether it is lawyers, academicians, politicians they all are suffering from the same tendency. 

They all are seeing life in parts. They don’t have any methodology through which they can 

cultivate a coherent or complementary way of living. They are all living within their own boxes 

and they dare not to come out of these boxes. Gandhi had a problem with this limited thinking 

pattern. It does not mean that he is not looking for the specialised knowledge system but his 

expert knowledge is connecting one stream with another. As he says, politics without morality 

does not have any meaning to him. Justice without ethics means nothing to him. Modern legal 

systems are intended to make the judicial institution just but they do not do anything for 

developing a just individual or just social behaviour. 

Therefore, Gandhi says the profession of law teaches immorality: it is exposed to temptation 

from which few are saved. Lawyers are also men, and there is something good in every man. 



Whenever instances of lawyers having done good can be brought forward, it will be found that 

the good is due to them as men rather than as lawyers. 

For Gandhi the institution of law is only an external institution to settle the dispute but the 

ultimate aim is to change the heart. Thus, for family and community feeling we have to extend 

our love and trust and forgiveness to farther domains. The modern legal system has done little to 

develop and mobilise man’s moral sensibilities and capacities for reflection and introspection. 

Instead, it requires him to transfer them to a central agency telling him how to run his life and 

conduct his relations with others, including his own neighbours, wife, ex-wife and children. 

Gandhi found it surprising that the modern man, who talked so much about his self-respect and 

dignity, did not find all this deeply humiliating. Thus, Gandhi said that the profession of lawyers 

and doctors are corrupting the moral and human influences in modern society. And, he added, 

while criticising these professions, the point that what he was raising was not something original. 

In fact, even Western writers have used stronger terms regarding both lawyers and doctors. One 

writer had linked the whole modern system to the Upas tree. Its branches are represented by 

parasitical professions, including those of law and medicine, and over the trunk has been raised 

the axe of true religion. Immorality is the root of the tree. 

The main problem with modernism is its critical reliance on rationality. It is said that modern 

civilisation is a rational civilisation and this is the most important aspect of the modern scientific 

society, because science has the power even to control nature and natural disasters and 

consequently men can lead their life in their own way. Day by day the importance of rationality 

has become so prominent that it is over-shadowing all other aspects of life. Gandhi had a 

problem with this domineering rational tendency of modernity. 

 He said: rationalism is a hideous monster when it claims for itself omnipotence. Attribution of 

omnipotence to reason is as bad a piece of idolatry as is worship of stock and stone believing it 

to be God. I plead not for the suppression of reason, but [an appreciation of its inherent limits. 

Gandhi assumes that reason is not the only faculty through which you get knowledge; intuition, 

love, forgiveness etc. are also the instruments of knowledge. Though for modern rationalists all 

these aspects of human personality do not play any role as far as knowledge (the instrumental 



one) is concerned, Gandhi in contrast thought that role of emotions, which we gained through 

experience, have their own importance. Ronald J. Terchek writes: 

Our love, trust, forgiveness and generosity do not flow primarily from reason. Indeed, for some 

rationalists these feelings may be misplaced; but not for Gandhi. He sees these dispositions and 

actions that flow from them embodying the best in human beings. He also knows that the 

opposition of these dispositions is not always reason. When love and trust is involved, the choice 

is not invariably between them and reason but between love and hate or trust and suspicion. To 

assume that reason should always be the arbiter is to misunderstand both its strengths and 

limitations. Reason can speak to an impulse to love, for example, but after a while reason is 

exhausted and has nothing more to say. We love or we do not. Gandhi wants to unite love, trust 

and forgiveness from calculation and join them to the developmental capacities of everyone. 

For Gandhi, a watertight compartmentalisation is not at all possible between the mind and heart, 

rationality and morality etc. According to him, rationality can prove untrue, but truth is beyond 

these kinds of mental exercises. In fact, an individual’s comprehensive personality depends on 

both rationality and intuition. Thus, we should not accept only one aspect as a whole, as that 

would be a partial perspective. In Gandhi’s words, 

I have come to the conclusion that if you want something really important to be done, you not 

merely satisfy the reason, you must move the heart also. The appeal of reason is more important 

to the head.20 

 

GANDHI was not against reason or rationality at all but his was a critique of the domineering 

and hegemonic nature of modern instrumental rationality. This modern hegemonic rationality has 

captured different aspects of modern life-style and Gandhi tried to criticise each of these one by 

one. 

Modern machines and the kind of the functions these machines perform have developed another 

problematic feature of modern society, that is, universalism. Universalism is a trend where all 

people are thinking in a similar direction. All are living a similar kind of life-style and they 

cannot keep their individuality, their uniqueness alive as it will not be welcomed. Universalism 



not only kills an individual’s initiative to do something new in a different manner, but it also 

enhances the tendency of centralisation and hegemony. And modern bureaucratic structures and 

political institutions like Parliament and State are some of the means which zealously try to be 

universal. For Gandhi, universalism is a violent philosophy perpetuated by the capitalists across 

the globe. 

Gandhi was against any form of centralised tendency or universalism. He raised his voice for 

Swaraj and swadeshi. For Gandhi, the highly centralised and bureaucratic modern state 

represents violence in a concentrated and organised form. The individual has a soul, but as the 

state is a soulless machine, it can never be weaned away from violence to which it owns its very 

existence. Accordingly, modern states are structured in such a way that they encourage 

exploitation and violence discouraging the importance of the individual and his/her local 

recognitions. That is why Gandhi used to say that the state dehumanised its citizens in more or 

less the same way as the medical, legal and other modern institutions. It had a vested institutional 

interest in monopolising all initiative and fostering a state-centred political culture. The more its 

citizens became ‘addicted’ to it and the more they felt helpless without it, the safer it felt. 

Accordingly, it systematically nurtured the illusion that the problems of society were too 

complex and intractable to be solved by ordinary citizens acting individually or collectively, and 

was best left to the state and its official agencies. It felt threatened by active and independent-

minded citizens determined to participate in the conduct of their affairs and worried lest they 

should be morally compromised by what it did in their name. It therefore, denied them access to 

vital information and opportunities for political participation, and discouraged independent and 

vibrant local communities capable of challenging its decision. 

A well-known Gandhian philosopher, Gopinath Dhawan, writes in this context that Gandhi 

sincerely believed that the state represented an organisation based on force. It manifested its 

coercive power through compulsion and exploitation of individuals in society. Gandhi decried 

any action of individuals in the state which was immoral, since in his scheme of thinking every 

action was judged by the touchstone of ethical priority. He argued that “no action which is not 

voluntary can be called moral…if we want to call an action moral, it should have been done 

consciously and as a matter of duty”. 



Gandhi wanted to persuade the politicians to accept the institution of state and power not as an 

end in itself but as an instrument. Accordingly, the state shall be regarded as a servant of the 

society and all its deeds should be guided by the sense of duty. Gandhi looked upon an increase 

in the power of the state with the greatest fear, because although while apparently doing well by 

minimising exploitation, it does the greatest harm to mankind destroying individuality, which 

lies at the root of all progress.24 

Destroying individuality means exploitation leading to violence. Therefore, to avoid violence 

and to ensure maximum flowering of the human personality, decentralisation of political power 

must become an end of a progressive and welfare-oriented society. For Gandhi, politics should 

be treated only as means. The state should try to decentralise its power. As much power a state 

will disperse, that much non-violent it will become. According to Gandhi, rights are not to be 

claimed but these are a kind of social value through which the individual will move on to the 

path of self-realisation. And in Gandhi’s account, if an individual is embedded with moral and 

human values, then automatically s/he will achieve rights to actualise his/her humanitarian deeds. 

Then the importance of the institution of the state as a law providing institution would 

automatically wither away. There is then a state of enlightened anarchy. In such a state 

sovereignty vests in everyone who is his own ruler. He governs himself in a manner that he 

represents the freedom of his neighbours and in all such activity there is no political power 

because there is no state.26 But a single trait of all these features is not found in the modern 

state. 

In Ramrajya there is not any notion of state at all. Swaraj, the second best option, is to be 

obtained by educating the masses to a sense of their capacity to regulate and control authority. 

This Swaraj would be of each and every individual, whosoever is residing there inside the state 

by accepting the importance of differences of caste, community, society and the different cultural 

and historical backgrounds. Because these are some factors through which an individual gets 

his/her recognition. Thus, Gandhi criticised the universalistic tendency of modernism. As per 

Ronald J. Terchek, 

Gandhi sees the universalising impulse of modernity as inhospitable of plurality. In its search for 

general rules, modern reason seeks to identify relevant verities and discards superfluous one 



what remains outside of the realm of the verifiable is unimportant to the enterprise replicated 

with the same result by distant, neutral strangers. 

GANDHI suspects that though modernity accepts universality of thought and way of living, it 

does not accept the absolute power or ultimate truth which is really universal in nature. It shows 

that for modernity only those facets are universal which can be proved by reason. And rationally 

those universal norms can be applied throughout the world. Gandhi says the notion of rational 

universalism or instrumental universalism is continuously corrupting the influences of human 

life and human values in modern days. The logico-enlightened universalist modern society is not 

only discouraging traditional values, but also defining the meaning of the term rationalism and 

universalism in a very restricted and limited sense. What we are getting from modern science is 

that only those happenings are “truth” which can be proved by the scientists through their fixed 

rationalistic mathematical equation. Contrary to these, for Gandhi, the nature of truth is very 

much dynamic. One truth or argument can be truthful for one person at a particular space and 

time, but it would be totally untrue for a person who is residing at a different place. If science 

can evolve a methodology where different truths can be amalgamated then the science would be 

more relative and more moral. But there is no space for ‘difference’ in modern science. For 

Gandhi, modern science is wholly inadequate to serve as the epistemological arbiter of how the 

discrete parts should be joined together. 

The universalising impulse of modernity threatens diversity as well as enervates the quest for 

moral judgments, and it does this with its emphasis on procedures that require an element of 

detachment and indifference. Such modern claims represent the antithesis of everything. 

Gandhi fears that such an outlook dilutes not only traditional morality but also common sense 

and reason, and ultimately self. Hence, Hannah Arendt argues that science has taught us not to 

trust our sense and reason. She is particularly troubled with the claim that the faculty of 

reasoning can only happen to be the same in everybody. 

Gandhi acknowledges that truth can be absolute or universal in nature but the moment an 

individual attempts to regulate his/her life, he/she has to pass through many experiences, which 

cannot be predefined and forecast by any branch of modern science. For Gandhi, since these life 

experiences are different for each one, truth would be different for everyone. Therefore, he 



accepts the ‘relative nature’ of truth. Gandhi says: truth was moral unified, unchanging, and 

transcendental. It was not an object of critical inquiry or physical speculation. It could only be 

found in the experience of one’s life, by unflinching practice of moral living. It could never be 

correctly expressed within the terms of rational theoretical discourse; its only true expression 

was lyrical and poetic. Gandhi illustrates beautifully two types of truth, that is, relative truth and 

absolute truth. 

Though in Gandhi’s philosophy relativity of truth is important, this relativity has an ultimate aim, 

that is, to achieve the absolute truth. This relativity of truth is essential to realise absoluteness of 

truth. Differences are fundamental and cannot be avoided. Relativity is universal and cannot be 

ignored. Particularity is natural and it must not be overlooked. The beauty of unity lies in 

diversity. We must accept this universal truth that all that happens in this phenomenal world are 

highly relative in nature. They have different causes. And every cause produces further cause; 

thus they are relative in nature. For Gandhi, relative truth is important and one must move 

forward through this relative truth. But Gandhi never speaks about complete relativism or 

subjectivism. Instead, he says that no one knows truth absolutely. No one knows non-violence 

absolutely. It means in Gandhi relativity or particularity or difference is valued, but not 

relativism or particularism, which absolutises it. The only access to the absolute is through the 

relative approach. Relativity is a means to achieve the Absolute end. 

GANDHI was highly influenced by the theory of advaita (non-duality). Interpreting Gandhi in 

this context, Ronald J. Terchek says in Gandhi’s view, plurality simultaneously requires 

distinctiveness and unity, individual integrity and cooperation. In fact Gandhi never tries to 

accept any partial perspective whether it is the advaita of metaphysics or logico-materialism of 

the modern-day scientific knowledge. He wants a comprehensive or balanced perspective of 

science, society and spirituality. 

Another problematic feature which the modern machine and the so-called specialised expert 

society has evolved is abstract individualism. The modern individual is facilitated with 

mechanical power. Though this power is responsible for his degradation, modern men have 

crossed every limitation to be technically advanced. They can go to any extent to fulfill their 

greed even at the cost of the urgent societal need. There is no limitation as such. Even if too 

much reliance on machines on their part is having its side effects, that is, loneliness, aloofness, 



schizophrenia, alienation etc. these never cause any hindrance to the virtual advancement of 

modern men. 

Gandhi had a problem with this modern model of development. He appreciated individual 

freedom and individual autonomy but in his own unique way. He asks: if the individual ceases to 

count what is left of a society? Individual freedom alone can make man voluntarily surrender 

himself completely to the service of society. If it is wrested from him he becomes akin to 

automation and the society is ruined; no society can possibly be built on a denial of individual 

freedom. 

Gandhi claims that the individual is the one to enjoy supreme consideration.35 However, it turns 

out that his celebration of freedom is very different from the conventional liberal ones. He 

encumbers agents with duties, assigning them responsibilities to lead a moral life and attend to 

the good of their community.36 Moreover, he champions those at the periphery, emphasising the 

basic rights of untouchables, women, the unemployed and others who have been the objects of 

domination, exploitation and humiliation. The idea of the rights he has in mind; however, these 

are not exhausted with the usual list of liberal rights but he seeks to secure the rights of 

individuals to meet their basic needs in dignity. Gandhi also departs from standard expressions of 

rights when he holds that freedom should not be taken to mean that an individual should be left 

alone to make their way in the world. Rather, he wants them to have the freedom to cultivate 

love and service which, he believes, are the best features of human nature. 

We have all experienced that unrestricted individualism is the law of the beast, of the jungle. We 

have to learn to draw a line between individual freedom and social restraint. Willing submission 

to social restraint for the sake of the well-being of the whole society enriches both the individual 

and the society of which one is a member.37 

But in the modern mechanistic and rationalistic society individual freedom stands for an abstract 

individualism. Here liberty means absence of every kind of social or traditional restraints. The 

individual’s happiness is not complementary but contradictory to social development. The harsh 

reality is that in this highly mechanised and industrialised society, an individual is also becoming 

a commodity. In Gandhi’s words, 



Our purpose to life today becomes increasingly mechanical. Our main aim is to produce things, 

and in the process of this idolatry of things we transform ourselves into commodities. People are 

treated as numbers. The question here is not whether they are treated nicely and are well fed 

(things too can be treated nicely): the question is whether people are things or living beings. 

People love mechanical gadgets more than living beings. The approach to man is intellectual-

abstract. One is interested in people as objects, in their common properties, in the statistical rules 

of mass behaviour, not in living individuals. 

IN Gandhi’s critique of individualism there is no dichotomy between the individual and society. 

In his ideal state of Ramrajya, both the individual and society are developing on parallel lines. 

Both are interdependent, intermingled and complementary. Cooperation instead of competition is 

the fundamental law in Gandhi’s Ramrajya. 

Gandhi believes in non-duality and says: 

I do not believe…..that an individual may gain spiritually and those who surround him suffer. I 

believe in advaita (non-duality), I believe in the essential unity of man and for that matter of all 

that lives. Therefore, I believe that if one man gain spiritually, the whole world gains with him 

and if one man falls, the whole world falls to that extent. 

Gandhi’s ideas towards collectivism and egalitarianism are eloquently expressed in the following 

words: 

A drop torn from the Ocean perishes without doing any good. If it remains a part of the Ocean, it 

shares the glory of carrying on its bosom a fleet of mighty ships. 

In Gandhi’s philosophy individual and society are not different and contradictory but essentially 

complementary to each other. The mutual development of both will serve the purpose in the real 

sense of the term. 

Hence, a careful analysis of the problem reveals that so long as the nature of modern machines 

and the tendency of functional specialisation are not going to change, we cannot realise Gandhi’s 

philosophy. Critics may argue here that modern society has different objectives, and accordingly 

modernity is bound to develop. We cannot ignore higher level of demands; we cannot ignore 

higher level of services required in a geographically huge modern world order. And in order to 



fulfil these demands we are essentially required to be highly specialised in every sphere of our 

activities. Modern machines have been invented to fulfill these requisites. 

Critics may also argue that in every era we live with some value-system. These values usually 

become ‘values-of-the-era’ or ‘yug-dharma’. If in the pre-modern era togetherness and 

cooperation were the normative principles, then in the modern era, for fulfilment of the extensive 

needs competition has become a new modern value. So, the value keeps changing and there isn’t 

any problem in their changing nature but despite their changing nature there are some universal 

values which are beyond such restriction of time and space. And these values are called Human 

values. Human values are the pre-requisite of any society; whether it is the pre-modern era, 

modern era, postmodern era or beyond that, we are compelled to live with these human values. It 

doesn’t matter whether we are working with machines or worshipping God, humanity must never 

be killed. And it is not only humanity; rather we must try to preserve the whole cosmology. 

Whatever Gandhi said against modern civilisation was an attempt to glorify humanity, truth, 

non-violence, and to set some cosmological values for us. 
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Chapter 9 

Civil Disobedience 

  

 

 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was a figure known worldwide for advocating non-violent civil 

disobedience. 

Civil disobedience is the active, professed refusal to obey certain laws, demands, and commands 

of a government, or of an occupying international power. Civil disobedience is commonly, 

though not always, defined as being nonviolent resistance. It is one form of civil resistance. In 

one view (in India, known as ahimsa or Satyagraha) it could be said that it is compassion in the 

form of respectful disagreement. 

Overview  
One of its earliest massive implementations was brought about by Egyptians against the British 

occupation in the 1919 Revolution.Civil disobedience is one of the many ways people have 

rebelled against what they deem to be unfair laws. It has been used in many non violent 

resistance movements in India (Gandhi's campaigns for independence from the British Empire), 



in Czechoslovakia's Velvet Revolution and in East Germany to oust their communist 

governments, in India in the fight against apartheid, in the American Civil Rights Movement, in 

the Singing Revolution to bring independence to the Baltic countries from the Soviet Union, 

recently with the 2003Rose Revolution in Georgia and the 2004 Orange Revolution in Ukraine, 

among other various movements worldwide. 

One of the oldest depictions of civil disobedience is in Sophocles' play Antigone, in which 

Antigone, one of the daughters of former King of Thebes, Oedipus, defies Creon, the current 

King of Thebes, who is trying to stop her from giving her brother Polynices a proper burial. She 

gives a stirring speech in which she tells him that she must obey her conscience rather than 

human law. She is not at all afraid of the death he threatens her with (and eventually carries out), 

but she is afraid of how her conscience will smite her if she does not do this. 

Following the Peterloo massacre of 1819, poet Percy Shelley wrote the political poem The Mask 

of Anarchy later that year, that begins with the images of what he thought to be the unjust forms 

of authority of his time—and then imagines the stirrings of a new form of social action. It is 

perhaps the first modern vague statement of the principle of nonviolent protest. A version was 

taken up by the author Henry David Thoreau in his essay Civil Disobedience, and later by 

Gandhi in his doctrine of Satyagraha. Gandhi's Satyagraha was partially influenced and inspired 

by Shelley's nonviolence in protest and political action. In particular, it is known that Gandhi 

would often quote Shelley's Masque of Anarchy to vast audiences during the campaign for a free 

India. 

Thoreau's 1848 essay Civil Disobedience, originally titled "Resistance to Civil Government", has 

had a wide influence on many later practitioners of civil disobedience. The driving idea behind 

the essay is that citizens are morally responsible for their support of aggressors, even when such 

support is required by law. In the essay, Thoreau explained his reasons for having refused to pay 

taxes as an act of protest against slavery and against the Mexican-American War. He writes, "If I 

devote myself to other pursuits and contemplations, I must first see, at least, that I do not pursue 

them sitting upon another man's shoulders. I must get off him first, that he may pursue his 

contemplations too. See what gross inconsistency is tolerated. I have heard some of my 

townsmen say, 'I should like to have them order me out to help put down an insurrection of the 



slaves, or to march to Mexico; — see if I would go'; and yet these very men have each, directly 

by their allegiance, and so indirectly, at least, by their money, furnished a substitute." 

 

 

 

Etymology 
Henry David Thoreau's classic essay Civil inspired Martin Luther King and many other activists. 

Thoreau's 1849 essay "Resistance to Civil Government" was eventually renamed "Essay on Civil 

Disobedience." After his landmark lectures were published in 1866, the term began to appear in 

numerous sermons and lectures relating to slavery and the war in Mexico. Thus, by the time 

Thoreau's lectures were first published under the title "Civil Disobedience," in 1866, four years 

after his death, the term had achieved fairly widespread usage. 

It has been argued that the term "civil disobedience" has always suffered from ambiguity and in 

modern times, become utterly debased. Marshall Cohen notes, "It has been used to describe 

everything from bringing a test-case in the federal courts to taking aim at a federal official. 

Indeed, for Vice President Agnew it has become a code-word describing the activities of 

muggers, arsonists, draft evaders, campaign hecklers, campus militants, anti-war demonstrators, 

juvenile delinquents and political assassins. 



Le Grande writes that "the formulation of a single all-encompassing definition of the term is 

extremely difficult, if not impossible. In reviewing the voluminous literature on the subject, the 

student of civil disobedience rapidly finds himself surrounded by a maze of semantical problems 

and grammatical niceties. Like Alice in Wonderland, he often finds that specific terminology has 

no more (or no less) meaning than the individual orator intends it to have." He encourages a 

distinction between lawful protest demonstration, nonviolent civil disobedience, and violent civil 

disobedience. 

In a letter to P.K.Rao, dated September 10, 1935, Gandhi disputes that his idea of civil 

disobedience was derived from the writings of Thoreau: 

“The statement that I had derived my idea of Civil Disobedience from the writings of Thoreau is 

wrong. The resistance to authority in South Africa was well advanced before I got the essay ... 

When I saw the title of Thoreau's great essay, I began to use his phrase to explain our struggle to 

the English readers. But I found that even "Civil Disobedience" failed to convey the full meaning 

of the struggle. I therefore adopted the phrase "Civil Resistance." ” 

Theories 
In seeking an active form of civil disobedience, one may choose to deliberately break certain 

laws, such as by forming a peaceful blockade or occupying a facility illegally citation needed, 

though sometimes violence has been known to occur. Protesters practice this non-violent form of 

civil disorder with the expectation that they will be arrested. Others also expect to be attacked or 

even beaten by the authorities. Protesters often undergo training in advance on how to react to 

arrest or to attack, so that they will do so in a manner that quietly or limply resists without 

threatening the authorities. 

Mahatma Gandhi outlined several rules for civil resisters (or satyagrahi) in the time when he was 

leading India in the struggle for Independence from the British Empire. For instance, they were 

to express no anger, never retaliate, submit to the opponent's orders and assaults, submit to arrest 

by the authorities, surrender personal property when confiscated by the authorities but refuse to 

surrender property held in trust, refrain from swearing and insults (which are contrary to ahimsa), 

refrain from saluting the Union flag, and protect officials from insults and assaults even at the 

risk of the resister's own life. 



Civil disobedience is usually defined as pertaining to a citizen's relation to the state and its laws, 

as distinguished from a constitutional impasse in which two public agencies, especially two 

equally sovereign branches of government, conflict. For instance, if the head of government of a 

country were to refuse to enforce a decision of that country's highest court, it would not be civil 

disobedience, since the head of government would be acting in her or his capacity as public 

official rather than private citizen. 

Ronald Dworkin held that there are three types of civil disobedience: 

• "Integrity-based" civil disobedience occurs when a citizen disobeys a law she or he feels 

is immoral, as in the case of northerners disobeying the fugitive slave laws by refusing to 

turn over escaped slaves to authorities. 

• "Justice-based" civil disobedience occurs when a citizen disobeys laws in order to lay 

claim to some right denied to her or him, as when blacks illegally protested during 

the Civil Rights Movement. 

• "Policy-based" civil disobedience occurs when a person breaks the law in order to change 

a policy (s) he believes is dangerously wrong. 

Some theories of civil disobedience hold that civil disobedience is only justified against 

governmental entities. Brownlee argues that disobedience in opposition to the decisions of non-

governmental agencies such as trade unions, banks, and private universities can be justified if it 

reflects "a larger challenge to the legal system that permits those decisions to be taken". The 

same principle, she argues, applies to breaches of law in protest against international 

organizations and foreign governments. 

It is usually recognized that lawbreaking, if it is not done publicly, at least must be publicly 

announced in order to constitute civil disobedience. But Stephen Eilmann argues that if it is 

necessary to disobey rules that conflict with morality, we might ask why disobedience should 

take the form of public civil disobedience rather than simply covert lawbreaking. If a lawyer 

wishes to help a client overcome legal obstacles to securing her or his natural rights, he might, 

for instance, find that assisting in fabricating evidence or committing perjury is more effective 

than open disobedience. This assumes that common morality does not have a prohibition on 



deceit in such situations. The Fully Informed Jury Association's publication "A Primer for 

Prospective Jurors" notes, "Think of the dilemma faced by German citizens when Hitler's secret 

police demanded to know if they were hiding a Jew in their house." By this definition, civil 

disobedience could be traced back to the Book of Exodus, where Shiphrah and Puah refused a 

direct order of Pharaoh but misrepresented how they did it.  

Violent vs. nonviolent 
There have been debates as to whether civil disobedience must necessarily be non-violent. 

Black's Law Dictionary includes nonviolence in its definition of civil disobedience. Christian 

Bay's encyclopedia article states that civil disobedience requires "carefully chosen and legitimate 

means," but holds that they do not have to be nonviolent. It has been argued that, while both civil 

disobedience and civil rebellion are justified by appeal to constitutional defects, rebellion is 

much more destructive; therefore, the defects justifying rebellion must be much more serious 

than those justifying disobedience, and if one cannot justify civil rebellion, then one cannot 

justify a civil disobedient' use of force and violence and refusal to submit to arrest. Civil 

disobedient' refraining from violence is also said to help preserve society's tolerance of civil 

disobedience. But McCloskey argues that "if violent, intimidatory, coercive disobedience is more 

effective, it is, other things being equal, more justified than less effective, nonviolent 

disobedience." 

Revolutionary vs. non-revolutionary 
Non-revolutionary civil disobedience is a simple disobedience of laws on the grounds that they 

are judged "wrong" by an individual conscience, or as part of an effort to render certain laws 

ineffective, to cause their repeal, or to exert pressure to get one's political wishes on some other 

issue. Revolutionary civil disobedience is more of an active attempt to overthrow a government. 

Gandhi's acts have been described as revolutionary civil disobedience It has been claimed that 

the Hungarians under Ferenc Deák directed revolutionary civil disobedience against the Austrian 

government. Thoreau also wrote of civil disobedience accomplishing "peaceable revolution." 

Collective vs. solitary 
The earliest recorded incidents of collective civil disobedience took place during the Roman 

Empire. Unarmed Jews gathered in the streets to prevent the installation of pagan images in the 



Temple in Jerusalem. Original research? In modern times, some activists who commit civil 

disobedience as a group collectively refuse to sign bail until certain demands are met, such as 

favorable bail conditions, or the release of all the activists. This is a form of jail solidarity. There 

have also been many instances of solitary civil disobedience, such as that committed by Thoreau, 

but these sometimes go unnoticed. Thoreau, at the time of his arrest, was not yet a well-known 

author, and his arrest was not covered in any newspapers in the days, weeks and months after it 

happened. The tax collector who arrested him rose to higher political office, and Thoreau's essay 

was not published until after the end of the Mexican War. 

 

Techniques 
Civil disobedients have chosen a variety of different illegal acts. Bedau writes, "There is a whole 

class of acts, undertaken in the name of civil disobedience, which, even if they were widely 

practiced, would in themselves constitute hardly more than a nuisance (e.g. trespassing at a 

nuclear-missile installation)...Such acts are often just a harassment and, at least to the bystander, 

somewhat inane...The remoteness of the connection between the disobedient act and the 

objectionable law lays such acts open to the charge of ineffectiveness and absurdity." Bedau also 

notes, though, that the very harmlessness of such entirely symbolic illegal protests toward public 

policy goals may serve a propaganda purpose. Some civil disobedients, such as the proprietors of 

illegal medical cannabis dispensaries and Voice in the Wilderness, which brought medicine to 

Iraq without the permission of the U.S. Government, directly achieve a desired social goal (such 

as the provision of medication to the sick) while openly breaking the law. Julia Butterfly Hill 

lived in Luna, a 180-foot (55 m)-tall, 600-year-old California Redwood tree for 738 days, 

successfully preventing it from being cut down. 

 

In cases where the criminalized behavior is pure speech, civil disobedience can consist simply of 

engaging in the forbidden speech. An example would be WBAI's broadcasting the track "Filthy 

Words" from a George Carlin comedy album, which eventually led to the 1978 Supreme Court 

case of FCC v. Pacifica Foundation. Threatening government officials is another classic way of 

expressing defiance toward the government and unwillingness to stand for its policies. For 

example, Joseph Haas was arrested for allegedly sending an email to the Lebanon, New 

Hampshire city councilors stating, "Wise up or die." 



More generally, protesters of particular victimless crimes often see fit to openly commit that 

crime. Laws against public nudity, for instance, have been protested by going naked in public, 

and laws against cannabis consumption have been protested by openly possessing it and using it 

at cannabis rallies. 

Some forms of civil disobedience, such as illegal boycotts, refusals to pay taxes, draft dodging, 

distributed denial-of-service attacks, and sit-ins, make it more difficult for a system to function. 

In this way, they might be considered coercive. Brownlee notes that "although civil disobedients 

are constrained in their use of coercion by their conscientious aim to engage in moral dialogue, 

nevertheless they may find it necessary to employ limited coercion in order to get their issue onto 

the table." The Plowshares organization temporarily closed GCSB Waihopai by padlocking the 

gates and using sickles to deflate one of the large domes covering two satellite dishes. 

Electronic civil disobedience can include web site defacements, redirects, denial-of-service 

attacks, information theft and data leaks, illegal web site parodies, virtual sit-ins, and virtual 

sabotage. It is distinct from other kinds of hacktivism in that the perpetrator openly reveals his 

identity. Virtual actions rarely succeed in completely shutting down their targets, but they often 

generate significant media attention. 

Dilemma actions are designed to create a "response dilemma" for public authorities "by forcing 

them to either concede some public space to protesters or make themselves look absurd or 

heavy-handed by acting against the protest." 

 

Cooperation with authorities 

 



 

A police officer speaks with a demonstrator at a union picket, explaining that she will be arrested 

if she does not leave the street. The peaceful demonstrator was arrested moments later. 

Some disciplines of civil disobedience hold that the protestor must submit to arrest and cooperate 

with the authorities. Others advocate falling limp or resisting arrest, especially when it will 

hinder the police from effectively responding to a mass protest. 

Many of the same decisions and principles that apply in other criminal investigations and arrests 

arise also in civil disobedience cases. For example, the suspect may need to decide whether or 

not to grant a consent search of his property, and whether or not to talk to police officers. It is 

generally agreed within the legal community, and is often believed within the activist 

community, that a suspect's talking to criminal investigators can serve no useful purpose, and 

may be harmful. However, some civil disobedients have nonetheless found it hard to resist 

responding to investigators' questions, sometimes due to a lack of understanding of the legal 

ramifications, or due to a fear of seeming rude. Also, some civil disobedients seek to use the 

arrest as an opportunity to make an impression on the officers. Thoreau wrote, "My civil 

neighbor, the tax-gatherer, is the very man I have to deal with--for it is, after all, with men and 

not with parchment that I quarrel--and he has voluntarily chosen to be an agent of the 

government. How shall he ever know well that he is and does as an officer of the government, or 

as a man, until he is obliged to consider whether he will treat me, his neighbor, for whom he has 

respect, as a neighbor and well-disposed man, or as a maniac and disturber of the peace, and see 

if he can get over this obstruction to his neighborliness without a ruder and more impetuous 

thought or speech corresponding with his action." 

Some civil disobedients feel it is incumbent upon them to accept punishment because of their 

belief in the validity of the social contract, which is held to bind all to obey the laws that a 

government meeting certain standards of legitimacy has established, or else suffer the penalties 

set out in the law. Other civil disobedients who favor the existence of government still don't 

believe in the legitimacy of their particular government, or don't believe in the legitimacy of a 

particular law it has enacted. And still other civil disobedients, being anarchists, don't believe in 



the legitimacy of any government, and therefore see no need to accept punishment for a violation 

of criminal law that does not infringe the rights of others. 

 

Choice of plea 
An important decision for civil disobedients is whether or not to plead guilty. There is much 

debate on this point, as some believe that it is a civil disobedients duty to submit to the 

punishment prescribed by law, while others believe that defending oneself in court will increase 

the possibility of changing the unjust law. It has also been argued that either choice is compatible 

with the spirit of civil disobedience. ACT-UP's Civil Disobedience Training handbook states that 

a civil disobedient who pleads guilty is essentially stating, "Yes, I committed the act of which 

you accuse me. I don't deny it; in fact, I am proud of it. I feel I did the right thing by violating 

this particular law; I am guilty as charged," but that pleading not guilty sends a message of, 

"Guilt implies wrong-doing. I feel I have done no wrong. I may have violated some specific 

laws, but I am guilty of doing no wrong. I therefore plead not guilty." A plea of no contest is 

sometimes regarded as a compromise between the two. One defendant accused of illegally 

protesting nuclear power, when asked to enter his plea, stated, "I plead for the beauty that 

surrounds us"; this is known as a "creative plea," and will usually be interpreted as a plea of not 

guilty. 

 

When the Committee for Non-Violent Action sponsored a protest in August 1957, at the Camp 

Mercury nuclear test site near Las Vegas, Nevada, 13 of the protesters attempted to enter the test 

site knowing that they faced arrest. At a pre-arranged announced time, one at a time they stepped 

across the "line" and were immediately arrested. They were put on a bus and taken to the Nye 

County seat of Tonopah, Nevada, and arraigned for trial before the local Justice of the Peace, 

that afternoon. A well known civil rights attorney, Francis Heisler, had volunteered to defend the 

arrested persons, advising them to plead "nolo contendere", as an alternative to pleading either 

guilty or not-guilty. The arrested persons were found "guilty," nevertheless, and given suspended 

sentences, conditional on their not reentering the test site grounds 

Paul Flower writes, "There may be many times when protesters choose to go to jail, as a way of 

continuing their protest, as a way of reminding their countrymen of injustice. But that is different 



than the notion that they must go to jail as part of a rule connected with civil disobedience. The 

key point is that the spirit of protest should be maintained all the way, whether it is done by 

remaining in jail, or by evading it. To accept jail penitently as an accession to 'the rules' is to 

switch suddenly to a spirit of subservience, to demean the seriousness of the protest...In 

particular, the neo-conservative insistence on a guilty plea should be eliminated." 

Sometimes the prosecution proposes a plea bargain to civil disobedients, as in the case of the 

Camden 28, in which the defendants were offered an opportunity to plead guilty to one 

misdemeanor count and receive no jail time. In some mass arrest situations, the activists decide 

to use solidarity tactics to secure the same plea bargain for everyone. But some activists have 

opted to enter a blind plea, pleading guilty without any plea agreement in place. Mohandas 

Gandhi pleaded guilty and told the court, "I am here to . . . submit cheerfully to the highest 

penalty that can be inflicted upon me for what in law is a deliberate crime and what appears to 

me to be the highest duty of a citizen." 

Legal implications of civil disobedience 
Barkan writes that if defendants plead not guilty, "they must decide whether their primary goal 

will be to win an acquittal and avoid imprisonment or a fine, or to use the proceedings as a forum 

to inform the jury and the public of the political circumstances surrounding the case and their 

reasons for breaking the law via civil disobedience." A technical defense may enhance the 

chances for acquittal but make for more boring proceedings and reduced press coverage. During 

the Vietnam War era, the Chicago Eight used a political defense, while Benjamin Spock used a 

technical defense. In countries such as the United States whose laws guarantee the right to a jury 

trial but do not excuse lawbreaking for political purposes, some civil disobedients seek jury 

nullification. Over the years, this has been made more difficult by court decisions such as Sparf 

v. United States, which held that the judge need not inform jurors of their nullification 

prerogative, and United States v. Dougherty, which held that the judge need not allow defendants 

to openly seek jury nullification. 

 

Governments have generally not recognized the legitimacy of civil disobedience or viewed 

political objectives as an excuse for breaking the law. Specifically, the law usually distinguishes 

between criminal motive and criminal intent; the offender's motives or purposes may be 



admirable and praiseworthy, but his intent may still be criminal. Hence the saying that "if there is 

any possible justification of civil disobedience it must come from outside the legal system." 

One theory is that, while disobedience may be helpful, any great amount of it would undermine 

the law by encouraging general disobedience which is neither conscientious nor of social benefit. 

Therefore, conscientious lawbreakers must be punished. Michael Bayles argues that if a person 

violates a law in order to create a test case as to the constitutionality of a law, and then wins his 

case, then that act did not constitute civil disobedience. It has also been argued that breaking the 

law for self-gratification, as in the case of a homosexual or cannabis user who does not direct his 

act at securing the repeal of amendment of the law, is not civil disobedience. Likewise, a 

protestor who attempts to escape punishment by committing the crime covertly and avoiding 

attribution, or by denying having committed the crime, or by fleeing the jurisdiction, is generally 

viewed as not being a civil disobedient. 

Courts have distinguished between two types of civil disobedience: "Indirect civil disobedience 

involves violating a law which is not, itself, the object of protest, whereas direct civil 

disobedience involves protesting the existence of a particular law by breaking that law." During 

the Vietnam War, courts typically refused to excuse the perpetrators of illegal protests from 

punishment on the basis of their challenging the legality of the Vietnam War; the courts ruled it 

was a political question. The necessity defense has sometimes been used as a shadow defense by 

civil disobedients to deny guilt without denouncing their politically motivated acts, and to 

present their political beliefs in the courtroom. However, court cases such as U.S. v. Schoon have 

greatly curtailed the availability of the political necessity defense. Likewise, when Carter 

Wentworth was charged for his role in the Clamshell Alliance's 1977 illegal occupation of the 

Seabrook Station Nuclear Power Plant, the judge instructed the jury to disregard his competing 

harms defense, and he was found guilty. Fully Informed Jury Association activists have 

sometimes handed out educational leaflets inside courthouses despite admonitions not to; 

according to FIJA, many of them have escaped prosecution because "prosecutors have reasoned 

(correctly) that if they arrest fully informed jury leafleters, the leaflets will have to be given to 

the leafleter's own jury as evidence." 

Along with giving the offender his "just desserts", achieving crime control via incapacitation and 

deterrence is a major goal of criminal punishment. Brownee argues, "Bringing in deterrence at 



the level of justification detracts from the law’s engagement in a moral dialogue with the 

offender as a rational person because it focuses attention on the threat of punishment and not the 

moral reasons to follow this law." Leonard Hubert Hoffmann writes, "In deciding whether or not 

to impose punishment, the most important consideration would be whether it would do more 

harm than good. This means that the objector has no right not to be punished. It is a matter for 

the state (including the judges) to decide on utilitarian grounds whether to do so or not." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 10 

SWARAJ 

 

 

 

Mahatma Gandhi (right) 

Swaraj  
Can mean generally self-governance or "self-rule", and was used synonymous with "home-rule" 

by Mahatma Gandhi but the word usually refers to Gandhi's concept for Indian independence 

from foreign domination. Swaraj lays stress on governance not by a hierarchical government, but 

self governance through individuals and community building. The focus is on political 

decentralization. Since this is against the political and social systems followed by Britain, 

Gandhi's concept of Swaraj laid stress on India discarding British political, economic, 

bureaucratic, legal, military, and educational institutions. Although Gandhi's aim of totally 

implementing the concepts of Swaraj in India was not achieved, the voluntary work 

organizations which he founded for this purpose did serve as precursors and role models for 

peoples movements, voluntary organisations and some of the non-governmental organisations 

that were subsequently launched in various parts of India. The Bhoodan movement which 



presaged land reform legislation activity throughout India, ultimately leading to India discarding 

the Zamindari system, was also inspired by the ideas of Swaraj. 

 

Key concepts 
Swaraj warrants a stateless society; according to Gandhi, the overall impact of the state on the 

people is harmful. He called the state a "soulless machine" which, ultimately, does the greatest 

harm to mankind. The raison d’être of the state is that it is an instrument of serving the people. 

But Gandhi feared that in the name of moulding the state into a suitable instrument of serving 

people, the state would abrogate the rights of the citizens and arrogate to itself the role of grand 

protector and demand abject acquiescence from them. This would create a paradoxical situation 

where the citizens would be alienated from the state and at the same time enslaved to it which 

according to Gandhi was demoralizing and dangerous. If Gandhi's close acquaintance with the 

working of the state apparatus in South Africa and in India strengthened his suspicion of a 

centralized, monolithic state, his intimate association with the Congress and its leaders confirmed 

his fears about the corrupting influence of political power and his skepticism about the efficacy 

of the party systems of power politics (due to which he resigned from the Congress on more than 

one occasion only to be persuaded back each time) and his study of the British parliamentary 

systems convinced him that representative democracy was incapable of meting out justice to 

people. So he thought it necessary to evolve a mechanism to achieve the twin objectives of 

empowering the people and 'empowering' the state. It was for this that he developed the two 

pronged strategy of resistance (to the state) and reconstruction (through voluntary and 

participatory social action). 

Although the word "Swaraj" means self-rule, Gandhi gave it the content of an integral revolution 

that encompasses all spheres of life. "At the individual level Swaraj is vitally connected with the 

capacity for dispassionate self-assessment, ceaseless self-purification and growing self-reliance". 

Politically swaraj is self-government and not good government (for Gandhi, good government is 

no substitute for self-government) and it means a continuous effort to be independent of 

government control, whether it is foreign government or whether it is national. In other words, it 

is sovereignty of the people based on pure moral authority. Economically, Swaraj means full 

economic freedom for the toiling millions. And in its fullest sense, Swaraj is much more than 



freedom from all restraints, it is self-rule, self-restraint and could be equated with moksha or 

salvation. 

 

Adopting Swaraj means implementing a system whereby the state machinery is virtually nil, and 

the real power directly resides in the hands of people. Gandhi said, "Power resides in the people, 

they can use it at any time." This philosophy rests inside an individual who has to learn to be 

master of his own self and spreads upwards to the level of his community which must be 

dependent only on itself. Gandhi said, "In such a state (where swaraj is achieved) everyone is his 

own ruler. He rules himself in such a manner that he is never a hindrance to his neighbour"; and 

also "It is Swaraj when we learn to rule ourselves." 

 

Gandhi explained his vision in 1946 
Independence begins at the bottom... A society must be built in which every village has to be self 

sustained and capable of managing its own affairs... It will be trained and prepared to perish in 

the attempt to defend itself against any onslaught from without... This does not exclude 

dependence on and willing help from neighbours or from the world. It will be a free and 

voluntary play of mutual forces... In this structure composed of innumerable villages, there will 

be ever widening, never ascending circles. Growth will not be a pyramid with the apex sustained 

by the bottom. But it will be an oceanic circle whose center will be the individual. Therefore the 

outermost circumference will not wield power to crush the inner circle but will give strength to 

all within and derive its own strength from it. 

 

Gandhi was undaunted by the task of implementing such a utopian vision in India. He believed 

that by transforming enough individuals and communities society at large would change. He 

said, "It may be taunted with the retort that this is all Utopian and, therefore not worth a single 

thought... Let India live for the true picture, though never realizable in its completeness. We must 

have a proper picture of what we want before we can have something approaching it." 

 

After Gandhi  
After Gandhi's assassination Vinoba Bhave formed the Sarva Seva Sangh at the national level 

and Sarvodya Mandals at the regional level to the carry on integrated village service - with the 



end purpose of achieving the goal of Swaraj. Two major nonviolent movements for socio-

economic and political revolution in India: the Bhoodan movement led by Vinoba Bhave and the 

Total Revolution movement led by Jayaprakash Narayan were actually held under the aegis of 

the ideas of Swaraj. These movements had some success, but due to the socialist tendencies of 

Nehruvian India were not able to unleash the kind of revolution that was aimed at. 

 

Gandhi's model of Swaraj was almost entirely discarded by the Indian government. He had 

wanted a system of a classless, stateless direct democracy. 

Additionally, modern India has kept in place many aspects of British (and Western) influence, 

including widespread use of the English language, Common-law, industrialization, liberal 

democracy, military organisation, and the bureaucracy. 

 

Present day 
The Aam Aadmi Party was founded in late 2012, by Arvind Kejriwal and some erstwhile 

activists of India Against Corruption movement, with the aim of empowering people by applying 

the concept of swaraj enunciated by Gandhi, in the present day context by changing the system 

of governance. 

Political ethics 

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

Political ethics (also known as political morality or public ethics) is the practice of making moral 

judgements about political action and political agents. It covers two areas. The first is the ethics 

of process (or the ethics of office), which deals with public officials and the methods they use. 

The second area, the ethics of policy (or ethics and public policy) concerns judgments about 

policies and laws. 

  

Niccolò Machiavelli is often considered the founding father of the first area of political ethics. 

He believed that a political leader may be required to commit acts that would be wrong if done 

by private. In contemporary democracies, this idea has been reframed as the problem of dirty 

hands, described most influentially by Michael Walzer, who argues that the problem creates a 

paradox: the politician must sometimes do “wrong to do right”. The politician uses violence to 

prevent greater violence, but his act is still wrong even if justified. Walzer’s view has been 



criticized. Some critics object that either the politician is justified or not. If justified, there is 

nothing wrong, though he may feel guilty. Others say that some of the acts of violence that 

Walzer would allow are never justified, no matter what the ends. Dennis Thompson has argued 

that in a democracy citizens should hold the leader responsible, and therefore if the act is 

justified their hands are dirty too. He also shows that in large political organizations it is often 

not possible to tell who is actually responsible for the outcomes—a problem known as the 

problem of many hands. 

 

Political ethics not only permits leaders to do things that would be wrong in private life, but also 

requires them to meet higher standards than would be necessary in private life. They may, for 

example, have less of a right of privacy than do ordinary citizens, and no right to use their office 

for personal profit. The major issues here concern conflict of interest. 

 

Ethics of Policy 
In the other area of political ethics, the key issues are not the conflict between means and ends 

but the conflicts among the ends themselves. For example, in the question of global justice, the 

conflict is between the claims of the nation state and citizens on one side and the claims of all 

citizens of the world. Traditionally, priority has been given to the claims of nations, but in recent 

years thinkers known as cosmopolitans have pressed the claims of all citizens of the world. 

 

Political ethics deals not mainly with ideal justice, however, but with realizing moral values in 

democratic societies where citizens (and philosophers) disagree about what ideal justice is. In a 

pluralist society, how if at all can governments justify a policy of progressive taxation, 

affirmative action, the right to abortion, universal healthcare, and the like? Political ethics is also 

concerned with moral problems raised by the need for political compromise, whistle blowing, 

civil disobedience, and criminal punishment. 

 

Criticisms 

Some critics (so called political realists) argue that ethics has no place in politics. If politicians 

are to be effective in the real world, they cannot be bound by moral rules. They have to pursue 

the national interest. However, Walzer points out that if the realists are asked to justify their 



claims, they will almost always appeal to moral principles of their own (for example, to show 

that ethics is harmful or counterproductive). 

Another kind of criticism comes from those who argue that we should not pay so much attention 

to politicians and policies but should instead look more closely at the larger structures of society 

where the most serious ethical problems lie. Advocates of political ethics respond that while 

structural injustice should not be ignored, too much emphasis on structures neglects the human 

agents who are responsible for changing them. 
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