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GANDHIAN E7HICS FOR 
S8S7AINABLE DE9ELOPMEN7 

GOALS  

Jose Nandhikkara121 

Introduction 

The UN General Assembly on 25 September 2015 adopted a 
Resolution (70/1) with a Charter of 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) and 169 Targets to be achieved by 2030 for People and Planet, 
Peace, and Prosperity. The Resolution calls for Global Partnerships for 
Sustainable Development: ³We resolve to build a better future for all 
people, including the millions who have been denied the chance to lead 
decent, dignified and rewarding lives and to achieve their full human 
SRWeQWial.´ IW iV a XQited global response to the cry of the People and the 
Planet. As the Resolution reminds:  

³We caQ be Whe fiUVW geQeUaWiRQ WR VXcceed iQ eQdiQg SRYeUW\; jXVW 
as we may be the last to have a chance of saving the planet. The 
world will be a better place in 2030 if we succeed in our 
RbjecWiYeV.´  

Sustainable development was defined in the Brundtland Report, 
1987: ³« deYelRSmeQW WhaW meeWV Whe QeedV Rf Whe SUeVeQW ZiWhRXW 

                                                           
121 Jose Nandhikkara, Regional Director, Globethics.net India.  
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compromising the ability of future generations to meet theiU RZQ QeedV.´ 
Sustainability is a comprehensive notion for people living in peace and 
prosperity on the planet, and the SDGs are a transformative agenda with 
the conviction that our individual, collective actions and partnerships 
will transform our world ±People and Planet ± bringing Peace and 
Prosperity for all. 

After five years, though progress has been made, the world is not on 
course to achieve the SDGs by 2030. Even though the global industrial 
developments contribute to an impressive growth of GDP, the gap 
between the rich and the poor, people and planet, and peace and 
prosperity also continues to widen. Referring to the technocratic 
paradigm and market driven economy, Pope Francis on 27 March 2020 
during his prayer for the world in the context of COVID-19 Pandemic 
said: 

 ³We have gone ahead at breakneck speed, feeling powerful and 
able to do anything. Greedy for profit, we let ourselves get caught 
XS iQ WhiQgV, aQd lXUed aZa\ b\ haVWe.´  

It is a sad fact, and an ethical issue that unjust inequalities exist, and 
continue to increase, with the disadvantaged groups suffering 
disproportionately from the disastrous effects of market driven 
development. It is therefore a moral imperative that we develop an 
action plan, bringing together all the fields of knowledge and economic 
and political powers, providing an antidote to the culture driven by 
market economy and short-term politics. We need an ethical approach to 
our policies and action plans; our efforts to achieve economic and 
material prosperity will result in the suffering for people and planet, 
peace and prosperity. As moral agents, human beings are caretakers of 
the earth, and all who are living in this common home should live in 
collaboration and solidarity with all. It is here that the vision proposed 
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by Mahatma Gandhi,122 that is, Sarvodya (uplift of all) through 
Anthyodaya (uplift of the last), shows us an ethical path to true 
sustainability. Sustainable societies are ethical societies, and only ethical 
societies could be sustainable; a society is sustainable to the extent that 
it is ethical.  

AQQRXQciQg GaQdhiji¶V maUW\UdRm RQ 30 JaQXaU\ 1948, JaZahaUlal 
Nehru, the then Prime Minister of India, in his address to the nation said: 
³The lighW haV gRQe RXW Rf RXU liYeV aQd WheUe iV daUkQeVV eYeU\ZheUe.´ 
He added, however, 

³The light has gone out, I said, and yet I was wrong. For the light 
that shone in this country was no ordinary light. The light that 
has illumined this country for these many years will illumine this 
country for many more years, and a thousand years later, that 
light will be seen in this country and the world will see it and it 
will give solace to innumerable hearts.´  

MahaWma GaQdhi, ZhR led IQdia¶V fUeedRm mRYemeQW, UemaiQV a 
beacon of light in the contemporary moral darkness of the world, which 
is driven by the brute force of military and the abusive powers of money 
and media. As Albert Einstein wrote,  

³The moral influence he [Gandhi] had on the consciously 
thinking human being of the entire civilised world will probably 
be much more lasting than it seems in our time with its 
overestimation of brutal violent forces. Because lasting will only 
be the work of such statesmen who wake up and strengthen the 
moral power of their people through their example and 
educational works. We may all be happy and grateful that destiny 
gifted us with such an enlightened contemporary, a role model 

                                                           
122 Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (2 October 1869²30 January 1948) was the 
leader of the Indian Independence Movement and is honorifically called 
Mahatma (Great Soul) Gandhi. 
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for the generations to come. Generations to come will scarce 
believe that such a one as this walked the earth in flesh and 
blood´.  

GaQdhiji iQdeed had a gUeaW ³mRUal iQflXeQce « RQ Whe cRQVciRXVl\ 
WhiQkiQg hXmaQ beiQg Rf Whe eQWiUe ciYiliVed ZRUld.´ ThRXgh, cRQWUaU\ WR 
EiQVWeiQ¶V hRSe, GaQdhiaQ iQflXeQce iV dimiQiVhiQg aV Whe ZRUld iV VWill 
UXQ ³ZiWh iWV RYeUeVWimaWiRQ Rf bUXWal YiRleQW fRUceV´.  GaQdhiji iV ³a URle 
mRdel fRU Whe geQeUaWiRQV WR cRme.´ IW iV m\ cRQYicWiRQ aQd claim iQ WhiV 
chapter, that we all should learn from his life lessons in our journey to 
transform the world through the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. 

GaQdhiji ZURWe iQ hiV ³MeVVage WR ShaQWi Sena Dal" on September 5, 
1947: ³M\ Life iV m\ MeVVage.´ LeW XV leaUQ fURm hiV life a YiViRQ aQd 
mission for sustainable societies. He considered himself as a devotee of 
Truth (Truth is God, for Gandhi) and a votary of ahimsa (non-violence), 
which he practised consistently for realising swaraj (self-rule) in moral, 
ecRQRmic, aQd SRliWical life. ³I Zill QRW VacUifice TUXWh aQd ahimsa even 
fRU Whe deliYeUaQce Rf m\ cRXQWU\ RU UeligiRQ,´ GaQdhi Vaid (Young 
India, 20-1-1927: 21). The Gandhian path of ahimsa and truth that 
transformed his own life and played the leading part in the successful 
Indian independence struggle against two centuries of British rule, 
shows us a path to transform the world into Sustainable Societies. For 
Gandhi, the path to peace and prosperity is always moral, established in 
truth and ahimsa. 

Experiments with Truth and Practice of Satyagraha 

DeYRWiRQ aQd dedicaWiRQ WR TUXWh chaUacWeUiVe GaQdhi¶V life, YiViRQ, 
and mission: 

 ³I claim WR be a YRWaU\ Rf WUXWh fURm m\ childhRRd. IW ZaV Whe 
most natural thing to me. My prayerful search gave me the 
UeYealiQg ma[im µTUXWh iV GRd¶, iQVWead Rf Whe XVXal RQe µGRd iV 
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TUXWh¶. ThaW ma[im eQableV me WR Vee GRd face WR face aV iW ZeUe. 
I feel Him SeUYade eYeU\ fibUe Rf m\ beiQg´ (Harijan, 9-8-1942: 
264).  

He was like a monk in his experiments with Truth;123 however, he 
did not go to the Himalayas, but to the people and experimented with 
WUXWh iQ Whe life ViWXaWiRQV ZheUeYeU he ZaV. IQ hiV ZRUdV, ³I kQRZ WhaW I 
caQQRW fiQd Him aSaUW fURm hXmaQiW\´ (Harijan, 29-8-1936: 226). 
Gandhi joined the political field as a way to do social work, which, in 
turn, resulted from his religious quest.  

³PRliWicV cRQceUQ QaWiRQV aQd WhaW Zhich cRQceUQV Whe ZelfaUe Rf 
nations must be one of the concerns of a man who is religiously 
inclined, in other words, a seeker after God and Truth. For me, 
GRd aQd TUXWh aUe cRQYeUWible WeUmV´ (Young India, 18-6-1925: 
214).  

His political struggles resulted from his religious quest and moral 
struggle to be a votary of Truth, to achieve moral and social progress. 
Indeed, according to Gandhi, religion should pervade every one of our 
actions. Gandhi was eager to clarify that by religion he does not mean 
any particular religion or sect. 

 ³IW meaQV a belief iQ RUdeUed mRUal gRYeUQmeQW Rf Whe XQiverse. 
... This religion transcends Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, etc. It 
does not supersede them. It harmonizes them and gives them 
UealiW\´ (Harijan, 10-2-1940: 445).124  

                                                           
123 GaQdhi¶V AXWRbiRgUaSh\ iV WiWled My Experiments with Truth. 
124 Gandhi was a devout Hindu whose Hinduism included the best of all 
religions. Early in his life he was moved by the religious stories told by his 
mother, especially which of Harichandra, who never lied in his life and to fulfil 
his promise he renounced his throne, sold his family, and agreed to be a slave. 
He was also influenced by Hindu Bhakti saints, and the teachings of Advaita 
Vedanta, Jainism, Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam. The Gita and the Sermon 
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FRU GaQdhi, ³UeligiRQ meaQV beiQg bRXQd WR GRd, WhaW iV WR Va\, GRd 
rules your ever\ bUeaWh´ (Harijan, 2-3-1934: 23), and his political 
mission was to establish the Ramarajya, the Kingdom of God.125 In his 
YieZ, ³SRliWicV beUefW Rf UeligiRQ aUe abVRlXWe diUW, eYeU WR be VhXQQed´ 
becaXVe aV a YRWaU\ Rf TUXWh, hiV SRliWicV iV ³iQe[WUicabl\ bound up with 
non-YiRleQce aQd WUXWh´ (Young India, 1-10-1931: 281). Without non-
violence and truth, societies would become oppressive as they would be 
gXided b\ µbUXWe fRUce¶ (Sh\Vical/maWeUial SRZeU) aQd QRW µVRXl fRUce¶ 
(moral/spiritual power) characteristic of humanity.  

Gandhi was a votary of Truth, completely dedicating his life in 
pursuit of Truth and called his movement Satyagraha (holding on to 
Truth). In the words of Gandhi, 

 ³Satyagraha teaches us the art of living as well as dying. Birth 
and death are inevitable among mortals. What distinguishes the 
man from the brute is his conscious striving to realize the spirit 
ZiWhiQ´ (Harijan, 7-4-1946: 74).  

                                                                                                                     
on the Mount guided him in his lifelong experiments with Truth. During a train 
journey to Durban, GaQdhi Uead JRhQ RXVkiQ¶V Unto this Last (1860) and it 
gUiSSed him SURfRXQdl\. IQ hiV ZRUdV, ³I VaZ cleaUl\ WhaW, if maQkiQd ZaV WR 
progress and to realize the ideal of equality and brotherhood, it must adopt and 
act on the principle of Unto This Last. It must take along with it even the dumb, 
Whe halW aQd Whe lame´ (Harijan, 25-8-1946: 281). Leo Tolstoy's The Kingdom of 
God Is Within You (1894) and Henry David Thoreau's On the Duty of Civil 
Disobedience (1849) ZeUe alVR YeU\ iQflXeQWial iQ GaQdhi¶V life, message, and 
struggles. Living contact and conversation with Raychandbai, a Jain poet, also 
influenced Gandhi for his religious and spiritual vision and mission 
(Autobiography, 65). 
125Though Gandhi was devoted to Rama from his childhood, he clarified in 
Young India WhaW, ³B\ RamaUaj\a I dR QRW meaQ HiQdX Raj. I meaQ b\ 
Ramarajya Divine Raj, the Kingdom of God. For me Rama and Rahim are one 
and the same deity. I acknowledge no other God but the one God of truth and 
UighWeRXVQeVV´ (19-9-1929: 305). 
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Satyagraha is a personal, national, and global pilgrimage, with 
economic, political, moral, and religious dimensions of human life. For 
GaQdhi, ³Satyagraha first and Satyagraha laVW´ (Harijan, 15-9-1946: 
312).  

µSatyagraha fiUVW¶ UefeUV WR iWV SeUVRQal aQd XQiYeUVal aSSlicaWiRQ, 
making "no distinction between kinsmen and strangers, young and old, 
man and woman, friend and foe." (Young India, 23-2-1930: 340). The 
education and training for Satyagraha is meant for all, irrespective of 
gender, age, ethnicity, socio-political status, religion, or nationality 
(Harijan, 17-3-1946: 45). According to Gandhi, Satyagraha is part of 
human nature and is upheld by all traditions and religions.  It is personal, 
social, and global. Beginning with oneself, it is to be extended to family, 
village, circle of villages, nation, and the world at large (Harijan, 31-3-
1946: 64). Satyagraha aV µXQiYeUVal fRUce¶ iV ³Whe iQWURdXcWiRQ Rf WUXWh 
aQd geQWleQeVV iQ Whe SRliWical, i.e., Whe QaWiRQal, life´ (Young India, 10-
3-1920: 3). He declaUed: ³TheUe iV QR RWheU RU beWWeU URad WR fUeedRm´ 
(Harijan, 15-9-1946: 312). Gandhi gave certain qualities for a 
Satyagrahi: 

x He must have a living faith in God, for He is his only Rock. 
x He must believe in truth and non-violence as his creed and, 

therefore, have faith in the inherent goodness of human nature 
which he expects to evoke by his truth and love expressed 
through his suffering. 

x He must be leading a chaste life and be ready and willing, for the 
sake of his cause, to give up his life and his possessions. 

x He must be a habitual Khadi-wearer and spinner. This is essential 
for India.126 

                                                           
126Gandhi presented spinning wheel as a symbol for the realization of his goal of 
swaraj. Khadi is home-spun cloth. More than the boycott of imported clothes, it 
was conscious preference indigenous and local products for survival and 
wellbeing of all. 
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x He must be a teetotaller and be free from the use of other 
intoxicants in order that his reason may be always unclouded and 
his mind constant. 

x He must carry out with a willing heart all the rules or discipline 
as may be laid down from time to time (Harijan, 25-3-1939: 64). 

In his Autobiography Gandhi clarified the law-abiding character of 
the Satyagrahi:  

³A Satyagrahi obeys the laws of society intelligently and of his 
own free will, because he considers it to be his sacred duty to do 
so. It is only when a person has thus obeyed the laws of society 
scrupulously that he is in a position of judge as to which 
particular laws are good and just and which unjust and iniquitous. 
Only then does the right accrue to him of civil disobedience of 
certain laws in well-defined circumstances´ (347).  

In fact, a Satyagrahi is always following human nature and thereby 
Rbe\iQg GRd¶V laZ WhaW iV heaUd iQ Whe cRQVcieQce Rf a mRUall\ XSUighW 
SeUVRQ aV GRd¶V YRice, Zhich iV VXSeUiRU WR all RWheU laZV. ThaW iV hRZ 
Gandhi understands Satyagraha aV µVRXl fRUce¶ aQd a XQiYeUVal eWhical 
SUacWice, Zhich WRda\ ZRXld cRQWUibXWe hXmaQiW\¶V ageQda fRU 
transforming the world into sustainable societies. 

 µSatyagraha laVW¶ UefeUV WR QRQ-cooperation and civil 
disobedience. Gandhi first developed the praxis of µciYil diVRbedieQce¶ 
while he was in South Africa, learning from On the Duty of Civil 
Disobedience by Henry David Thoreau, and applying it to lead the 
Indian population in their agitation against the discriminatory rules by 
the colonial rulers in South Africa. Extending the vision and mission of 
Satyagraha for the Indian independence movement, Gandhi tabled a 
µReVRlXWiRQ RQ NRQ-cRRSeUaWiRQ¶ iQ SeSWembeU 1920 befRUe a VeVViRQ Rf 
the Indian National Congress. Satyagraha UefXVeV WR XVe µbUXWe fRUce¶ 
against Whe RSSUeVVRU aQd XVeV Whe µVRXl fRUce¶, to eliminate the enmity 
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between the oppressor and the oppressed. He gave three conditions 
necessary for the success of Satyagraha: 

 ³(i) The SaW\agUahi VhRXld QRW haYe aQ\ haWUed iQ hiV heaUW 
against the opponent. (ii) The issue must be true and substantial. 
(iii) The Satyagrahi must be prepared to suffer till the end for his 
caXVe´ (Harijan, 31-3-1946: 64).  

µSatyagraha laVW¶ often involved fasting, and sometimes, fasting until  
death. This, indeed, is the last resort:  

³Since Satyagraha is one of the most powerful methods of direct 
action, a Satyagrahi exhausts all other means before he resorts to 
Satyagraha. He will, therefore, constantly and continually 
approach the constituted authority, he will appeal to public 
opinion, educate public opinion, state his case calmly and coolly 
before everybody who wants to listen to him, and only after he 
has exhausted all these avenues will he resort to Satyagraha. But 
when he has found the impelling call of the inner voice within 
him and launches out upon Satyagraha, he has burnt his boats and 
there is no receding´ (Young India, 20-10-1927: 353).  

AccRUdiQg WR GaQdhi, ³a faVW haV WR be baVed RQ XQadXlWeUaWed WUXWh 
and ahimsa´ (Harijan, 28-7-1946: 235). For personal life and national 
life, GaQdhi declaUed: ³I haYe QR SRlic\ iQ me VaYe Whe SRlic\ Rf TUXWh 
and ahimsa´ (Young India, 20-1-1927: 21). 

The Path of Ahimsa 

Gandhi connected Satyagraha with ahimsa (non-violence), a 
fundamental principle taught by all religions and moral traditions:  

³The word Satyagraha is often most loosely used and is made to 
cover veiled violence. But, as the author of the word, I may be 
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allowed to say that it excludes every form of violence, direct or 
indirect, veiled or unveiled, and whether in thought, word, or 
deed. It is breach of Satyagraha to wish ill to an opponent or to 
say a harsh word to him or of him with the intention of harming 
him´ (Harijan, 15-4-1933: 8).  

It is vindication of Truth, and not by infliction of pain, not on the 
oppressor but on one's own self and a Satyagrahi, one who holds on 
truth, is pledged to non-violence in thought, word, and deed 
(Autobiography, 345).  

Ahimsa, like truth, is species-specific to human beings. As animals, 
we use physical force for the survival; when resources are scarce, only 
Whe fiWWeVW VXUYiYe. ³IW ZaV RQl\ ZheQ he URVe fURm Whe VWaWe Rf a 
quadruped (animal) to that of a biped ([hu]man) that the knowledge of 
the strength of ahimsa eQWeUed iQWR hiV VRXl´ (Harijan, 25-8-1940: 261). 
As a species-specific character, ahimsa iV ³WR be SUacWiced b\ eYeU\bRd\ 
in all the affairs of life. If it cannot be practiced in all departments, it has 
QR SUacWical YalXe´ (Harijan, 2-3-1940: 23).  For Gandhi, ahimsa is the 
same as love, and is the life force of the people and planet, and that 
alone would give peace and prosperity. Though it is natural, as a force 
unique to human beings, we need to practice it knowingly and willingly. 
Ahimsa is to be cultivated in all walks of life, individually and socially: 
³The SUeciRXV gUace of life has to be strenuously cultivated, naturally so 
becaXVe iW iV XSlifWiQg´ (Harijan, 14-12-1947: 468). 

Gandhi followed ahimsa with devotion and dedication as his 
UeligiRXV SUacWice. He Vaid: ³Ahimsa is my God, and Truth is my God. 
When I look for ahimsa, Truth says µFiQd iW RXW WhURXgh me¶. WheQ I 
look for Truth, ahimsa Va\V µFiQd iW RXW WhURXgh me¶´ (Young India, 4-6-
1925: 191). ³TUXWh iV m\ UeligiRQ, aQd ahimsa is the only way of its 
Ueali]aWiRQ´ (Harijan, 30-4-1938: 99). Truth and ahimsa are inextricably 
connected in theory and practice. They are so intertwined that it is 
impossible to separate them. He saw ahimsa and Truth as his two lungs, 
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aQd declaUed, ³I caQQRW liYe ZiWhRXW Whem´ (Young India, 21-10-1926: 
364).  

³M\ lRYe fRU QRQ-violence is superior to every other thing 
mundane or supra-mundane. It is equalled only by my love for 
Truth, which is to me synonymous with non-violence through 
Zhich aQd Zhich alRQe I caQ Vee aQd Ueach TUXWh´ (Young India, 
20-2-1930: 61). 

Though inseparable, Gandhi made a distinction between truth and 
ahimsa: ³ahimsa is the means; Truth is the end. Means to be means must 
always be within our reach, and so ahimsa is our supreme duty. If we 
Wake caUe Rf Whe meaQV, Ze aUe bRXQd WR Ueach Whe eQd VRRQeU RU laWeU´ 
(Yervada, 12-13). As the means for achieving Truth, we need to practice 
ahimsa iQ RXU eYeU\da\ life, aQd b\ e[WeQViRQ iQ hXmaQiW\¶V jRXUQe\ 
WRZaUdV VXVWaiQable VRcieWieV. ³IW iV ahimsa, therefore, that our masses 
have to be educated in. Education in truth follows from it as a natural 
eQd´ (Harijan, 23-6-1946: 199). Ahimsa serves as the basis of the search 
for truth (Autobiography, 203). 

Gandhi clarifies that ahimsa is the virtue of the brave, not a cover for 
cowardice. It is the cowards, according to Gandhi, who use physical 
force and weapons to resist oppression or to oppress the weak. Use of 
brute force by human beings is below human dignity and is unethical. 
Non-YiRleQW life UeTXiUeV mRUe cRXUage aQd SRZeU WhaQ WhaW Rf µbUXWe 
fRUce¶; iW UeTXiUeV mRUal SRZeU, µVRXl fRUce.¶ CRZaUdice iV ZhRll\ 
inconsistent with non-violence (Young India, 12-8-1926: 285), and the 
path of true non-violence requires much more courage than violence 
(Harijan, 4-8-1946: 248-249). According to Gandhi,  

³The miQimXm WhaW iV UeTXiUed Rf a SeUVRQ wishing to cultivate 
the ahimsa of the brave is first to clear one's thought of cowardice 
and, in the light of the clearance; regulate his conduct in every 
acWiYiW\, gUeaW RU Vmall´ (Harijan, 17-11-1946: 404). 
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  ³The YRWaU\ Rf ahimsa has only one fear thaW iV Rf GRd. « GRd iV 
the shield of the non-YiRleQW´ (Harijan, 1-9-1940: 268). One who 
practices ahimsa, ³mXVW haYe a liYiQg faiWh iQ GRd. MeUe mechaQical 
adherence to truth and ahimsa is likely to break down at the critical 
mRmeQW´ (Harijan, 20-7-1947: 240). According to Gandhi, without 
GRd¶V gUace aQd UeligiRXV cRmmiWmeQW, RQe caQQRW willingly undertake 
self-VXffeUiQg fRU a QRble caXVe. We Zill XVe µbUXWe fRUce,¶ Sh\Vical 
power and weapons, to overcome oppression and to defeat the 
oppressor. Ahimsa is usiQg Whe µVRXl fRUce,¶ mRUal SRZeU, WR make Whe 
oppressor a collaborator for the welfare of all. As a votary of Truth, 
Gandhi is convinced that 

 ³Ahimsa is one of the world's great principles that no power on 
earth can wipe out. Thousands like myself may die in trying to 
vindicate the ideal, but ahimsa will never die. And the gospel of 
ahimsa caQ be VSUead RQl\ WhURXgh belieYeUV d\iQg fRU Whe caXVe´ 
(Harijan, 17-5-1946: 140).  

It is the practice of ahimsa always and everywhere, by all that will 
lead to swaraj, self-rule of the person, family, village, and the nation. 

Though ahimsa is to be the way of life of all people, Gandhi believes 
that 

 ³«iW iV ZRmaQ¶V miVViRQ WR e[hibiW ahimsa at its highest and 
beVW « FRU ZRmaQ iV mRUe fiWWed WhaQ maQ WR make e[SlRUaWiRns 
and take bolder action in ahimsa« FRU Whe cRXUage Rf Velf-
sacrifice woman is any day superior to man, as I believe man is 
WR ZRmaQ fRU Whe cRXUage Rf Whe bUXWe´ (Harijan, 5-11-1938: 
317).  

He callV ZRmaQ aV µWhe iQcaUQaWiRQ Rf ahimsa¶ aQd dUaZV aWWeQWiRn to 
the pangs of labour and the self-sacrifice of woman in childbearing and 
child-rearing. His advice to women is 
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 ³LeW heU WUaQVfeU WhaW lRYe WR Whe ZhRle Rf hXmaQiW\, leW heU 
fRUgeW WhaW Vhe eYeU ZaV RU caQ be Whe RbjecW Rf maQ¶V lXVW. AQd 
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 
Rf Seace WR Whe ZaUUiQg ZRUld WhiUVWiQg fRU WhaW QecWaU´ (Harijan, 
24-2-1940: 14).  

The world stands badly in need of the wisdom and compassion of 
feminine genius and women leadership, in building up sustainable 
societies with Peace and Prosperity for People and Planet. 

Often, it was thought that ahimsa could be practiced only by 
individuals at the personal morality, aQd WhaW VRcieW\ QeedV µbUXWe fRUce¶ 
for survival and development. Gandhi committed himself to show that 
Ahimsa is not only a personal characteristic of a satyagrahi, but also a 
necessary attribute of political societies. Gandhi wrote, 

 ³I hRld WhaW QRQ±violence is not merely a personal virtue. It is 
also social virtue to be cultivated like the other virtue to be 
cultivated like the other virtues. Surely society is largely 
regulated by the expression of non-violence in its mutual 
dealings. What I ask for it an extension of it on a larger, national 
aQd iQWeUQaWiRQal Vcale´ (Harijan, 7-1-39: 417).  

Truth and ahimsa must incarnate in societies, which will not be 
reached by any other means (Harijan, 20-7-1947: 240).  ³TR cRQYiQce 
people of this truth is at once my effort and my experimeQW´ (Harijan, 
25-8-1940: 261). What is possible for individuals, Gandhi argued, is 
possible socially. We already practice, by and large, truth and ahimsa in 
familieV, aQd he aUgXed, ³WhaW iV WUXe Rf Whe famil\ mXVW be WUXe Rf 
society which is but a larger famil\´ (Harijan, 3-12-¶38: 358). 
According to Gandhi, human survival and well-being also show that 
ahimsa and truth are natural to human beings, and individuals and 
societies survive only if majority of people practice truth and ahimsa. 
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Use of brute force would lead only to violence and destruction, not life 
and sustainability. Though the Gandhian agenda to transform the world 
begins with individuals experimenting with Truth, practicing Ahimsa 
(non-violence), and achieving Swaraj (self-rule) and it extends to 
Swasraya (self-reliant) village and self-reliant and self-governed nation, 
and ever-ZideQiQg µRceaQic ciUcle¶ Rf VRcieWieV ± individuals, villages, 
nations, and a peaceful and prosperous people and planet. 

Gandhian Swaraj and Sustainable Societies 

AccRUdiQg WR GaQdhi, ³The ZRUd Swaraj is a sacred word, a Vedic 
word, meaning self-rule and self-restraint, and not freedom from all 
UeVWUaiQW Zhich µiQdeSeQdeQce¶ RfWeQ meaQV´ (Young India, 19-3-1931: 
38). It is self-discipline, which demands voluntary continuous self-
sacrifice (Young India, 27-8-1925: 297), avoiding injury on the usurper 
(Harijan, 3-3-1946: 31). In Swaraj based on ahimsa duty comes first; 
rights flow from the due performance of one's duties.  Even these rights 
are to be exercised for the service of society, not for themselves. Swaraj 
of the people is constructed when citizens perform their duties as 
votaries of Truth. As self-disciplined individuals who are ready for self-
sacrifice, citizens perform their duties to the best of their abilities for the 
common good and the welfare of all (Harijan, 25-3-1939: 64). ³TR 
achieve Swaraj through truth and non-violence, gradual but steady 
building-up from the bottom upwards by constructive effort is the only 
Za\´ (Harijan, 18-1-1942: 4) , aQd iW iV ³maintained only where there is 
a majority of loyal and patriotic people to whom the good of the nation 
is paramount above all other considerations whatever including their 
SeUVRQal SURfiW´ (Young India, 28-7-1921: 238).  

Under Swaraj, based on non-violence, there are no enemies, no 
oppressors and the oppressed, everybody makes their contribution to the 
best of their abilities for the common goal. Gandhi envisions the swaraj 
Rf Whe SRRU aQd ³IW VhRXld QRW haSSeQ WhaW a haQdfXl Rf Uich SeRSle 
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should live in jewelled palaces and the millions in miserable hovels 
deYRid Rf VXQlighW RU YeQWilaWiRQ´ (Harijan, 30-12-1939: 391). Gandhi, 
ZhR ZaQWed a miQimXm miliWaU\ fRUce, ZaQWed WR bXild ³a YeU\ laUge 
army of self-VacUificiQg aQd deWeUmiQed ZRUkeUV´,  to ensure the welfare 
of the masses, without which swaraj iV a XWRSia. ³PURgUeVV WRZaUdV 
Swaraj will be in exact proportion to the increase in the number of 
ZRUkeUV ZhR Zill daUe WR VacUifice WheiU all fRU Whe caXVe Rf Whe SRRU´ 
(Young India, 24-6-1926: 226). According to Gandhi, 

 ³iW iV eVVeQWial WhaW deViUed UeVXlWV aUe achieYed b\ Whe cRllecWiYe 
effort of the people. It will no doubt be good to achieve an 
objective through the effort of a supremely powerful individual, 
but it can never make the community conscious of its corporate 
VWUeQgWh´ (Harijan, 8-9-1940: 277).  

Swaraj of a people, whether family, village, or nation, is given by the 
sum total of the Swaraj of individuals involved (Harijan, 25-3-1939: 
64). 

Gandhi envisioned a village swaraj, self-disciplined and self-ruled 
individuals committing themselves to work to the best of their abilities 
for the common goal, as the basic unit of self-ruled and self-reliant 
QaWiRQ. ³M\ idea Rf Yillage Swaraj is that it is a complete republic, 
independent of its neighbours for its own vital wants and yet 
iQWeUdeSeQdeQW fRU maQ\ RWheUV iQ Zhich deSeQdeQce iV QeceVVaU\´ 
(Harijan, 26-7-1942: 238). A village swaraj is self-sufficient for their 
basic needs ± clean water, nutritious food, locally made clothes, locally 
available medicine from nature, and basic education, which is 
compulsory for all. The village will have its own school, theatre, and 
public hall. These are to be achieved, as far as possible, on the co-
operative basis. The village swaraj follows the swadeshi policy, 
preferring products from their village to other goods. Though Gandhi 
favours division of labour in the society, he is against the caste system 
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with their graded untouchability. He wanted everyone to do at least one 
hour of manual labour. In the village swaraj, farmers have the 
uppermost voice, and they hold power in all matters including political 
power. The village is governed by a Panchayat of five persons, elected 
for one year by the adult villagers, with the necessary legislative, 
judiciary, and executive powers. Gandhi does not foresee punishments, 
as usual in a criminal system, as the individuals are self-disciplined and 
self-governed. Both the individuals and the societies are votaries of 
Truth and ahimsa (Harijan, 26-7-1942: 238). 

Gandhi extends the principles of the individual swaraj and village 
swaraj to India as a democratic nation:  

³In this structure composed of innumerable villages, there will be 
ever widening, never ascending circles. Life will not be a 
pyramid with the apex sustained by the bottom. But it will be an 
oceanic circle whose centre will be the individual always ready to 
perish for the village, the latter ready to perish for the circle of 
villages, till at last the whole becomes one life composed of 
individuals, never aggressive in their arrogance but ever humble, 
sharing the majesty of the oceanic circle of which they are 
integral units. Therefore, the outermost circumference will not 
wield power to crust the inner circle but will give strength to all 
within and derive its own strength from it´ (Harijan, 28-7-46: 
236).  

This model could be very well used for constructing sustainable 
societies, rather than separately striving to achieve the 17 SDGs.  

Though Gandhi called his ideal for India as Ramarajya, he clarified 
WhaW iW iV QRW ³Whe UXle of the majority community, i.e., the Hindus. There 
could not be a greater mistake than that. To me Hind Swaraj is the rule 
Rf all SeRSle, iV Whe UXle Rf jXVWice´ (Young India, 16-4-1931: 78). There 
is room for all religions and all schools of honest thoughW. ³M\ 
Hinduism teaches me to respect all religions. In this lies the secret of 
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RamaUaj\a´ (Harijan, 19-10-1947: 378). Gandhi wrote in the Young 
India in 1929,  

³WheWheU Rama Rf m\ imagiQaWiRQ eYeU liYed RU QRW RQ WhiV 
earth, the ancient ideal of Ramarajya is undoubtedly one of true 
democracy in which the meanest citizen could be sure of swift 
justice without an elaborate and costly procedure. Even the dog is 
deVcUibed b\ Whe SReW WR haYe UeceiYed jXVWice XQdeU RamaUaj\a´ 
(Young India, 19-9-1929: 305) 

. He ZaV emShaWic: ³TheUe caQ be QR RamaUaj\a iQ Whe SUeVeQW VWaWe 
of iniquitous inequalities in which a few roll in riches and the masses do 
QRW geW eYeQ eQRXgh WR eaW´ (Harijan, 1-6-1947: 172). Ramarajya of his 
YiViRQ iV ³VRYeUeigQW\ Rf Whe SeRSle baVed RQ SXUe mRUal aXWhRUiW\´ 
(Harijan, 2-1-1937: 374), and he wanted a large army of votaries of 
Truth and ahimsa who are self-disciplined and ready to make sacrifice 
for the common good, for the realisation of this vision. In a market 
driven, pleasure and power seeking, consumeristic contemporary world, 
the message of Gandhi is all the more relevant. 

Conclusion 

Gandhi advocated Anthyodaya (uplift of the last) for Sarvodaya 
(uplift of all). It is through uplifting of the poor and the weakest the 
welfare of all is sought. He wrote in the Harijan,  

³I stand by what is implied in the phrase, 'Unto This Last'. That book 
marked the turning in my life. We must do even unto this last as we 
would have the world do by us. All must have equal opportunity. Given 
the opportunity, every human being has the same possibility for spiritual 
gURZWh´ (HaUijaQ, 17-11-1946: 404).  

The modern emphasis on GDP and military might are antithesis to 
Gandhian path to sustainable societies. Sustainability is impossible 
unless resources are shared by all. The weakest should have the same 
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opportunity as the strongest and manual labour is cherished as much as 
the intellectual labour. Once the Gandhian swaraj iV Ueali]ed, ³Ze ZRXld 
regard the humblest and lowest Indian as being equally the ruler of India 
ZiWh Whe WalleVW iQ Whe laQd´ (Harijan, 18-1-1948: 517). Gandhiji through 
hiV ZRUdV aQd life UemiQdV XV WhaW Whe ³SilgUimage WR Swaraj is a painful 
climb´ (Young India, 28-7-1921: 238); but it is possible for the votaries 
of Truth through consistent and committed practice of ahimsa. 

Though Swaraj is the birth right of all, it is to be cultivated through 
education and self-discipline. It cannot be gifted or held back by 
anybody (Young India, 25-5-1921: 164). ³Swaraj will be a fruit of 
incessant laboXU, VXffeUiQg be\RQd meaVXUe´ (Young India, 5-1-1922: 4).  

³WhaW Ze meaQ aQd ZaQW WhURXgh PRRUQa Swaraj « iV aQ 
awakening among the masses, a knowledge among them of their 
true interest and ability to serve that interest against the whole 
ZRUld, « fUeedRm from aggression from within or without, and a 
progressive improvement in the economic condition of the 
maVVeV´ (Young India, 18-6-1931: 147).  

As votaries of Truth and ahimsa, we should walk with Gandhi 
always and everywhere, giving first preference to the poor and the 
marginalised. To a friend, who was tormented by doubts, Gandhiji wrote 
a letter. The letter was mislaid, but on a later occasion the words were 
recalled to memory and transcribed:  

³I will give you a talisman. Whenever you are in doubt, or when 
the self becomes too much with you, try the following expedient: 
µRecall Whe face Rf Whe SRRUeVW aQd Whe mRVW helSleVV maQ ZhRm 
you may have seen and ask yourself, if the step you contemplate 
is going to be of any use to him. Will he be able to gain anything 
by it? Will it restore him to a control over his own life and 
destiny? In other words, will it lead to Swaraj or self-rule for the 
hXQgU\ aQd alVR VSiUiWXall\ VWaUYed milliRQV Rf RXU cRXQWU\meQ?¶ 
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Then you will find your doubts and yourself melting away´ 
(³GaQdhi TaliVmaQ´). 

Gandhi saw democracy and military as contradiction in terms. In his 
YieZ, ³DemRcUac\ aQd deSeQdeQce RQ Whe miliWaU\ aQd Whe SRlice aUe 
incompatible. You cannot say it is good in one place and bad in another. 
Military help will degrade \RX´ (Harijan, 12-1-1947: 489). This is true 
about sustainable societies. Since a true sustainable society will be 

 ³«at peace with all the rest of the world, neither exploiting, nor 
beiQg e[SlRiWed « All iQWeUeVWV QRW iQ cRQflicW ZiWh Whe iQWeUeVWV 
of the dumb millions will be scrupulously respected, whether 
fRUeigQ RU iQdigeQRXV´ (Young India, 10-9-1931: 255).  

There is no need for a military in a sustainable world. True 
VXVWaiQabiliW\ ³caQ RQl\ be aQ RXWcRme Rf QRQ-YiRleQce´ 
(Correspondence, 1942-44: 143). Sadly, today, many of the modern 
societies are held together by military and money powers and not by 
SeRSle¶V mRUal SRZeU deUiYed fURm Whe SUacWice Rf WUXWh aQd ahimsa. 

Gandhi criticised Western ciYiliVaWiRQ aV RQe dUiYeQ b\ ³bUXWe fRUce 
and immoraliW\,´ contrasting it with his categorisation of Indian 
ciYiliVaWiRQ aV RQe dUiYeQ b\ ³VRXl fRUce aQd mRUaliW\.´ He ZURWe, ³The 
SeRSleV Rf EXURSe haYe QR dRXbW SRliWical SRZeU bXW QR VZaUaj´ (Young 
India, 3-9-1925: 304). Gandhi captured the imagination of the people of 
India ZiWh hiV ideaV abRXW ZiQQiQg ³hate ZiWh lRYe.´ GaQdhi ZURWe: 
³There 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 betra\V ZaQW Rf faiWh iQ RQe'V caXVe´ 
(Young India, 23-2-1930: 340). Civil disobedience and non-co-operation 
as practised under Satyagraha aUe baVed RQ Whe ³laZ Rf VXffeUiQg,´ a 
doctrine that the endurance of suffering is a means to an end. This end 
usually implies a moral uplifiting or progress of an individual or society. 
Therefore, non-co-operation in Satyagraha is in fact, a means to secure 
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the co-operation of the opponent, consistently with truth and justice 
(Young India, 16-6-1920: 396±399). Gandhi successfully used non-co-
operation and ahimsa iQ Whe IQdiaQ iQdeSeQdeQce mRYemeQW ³iQ RUdeU WR 
eYRlYe demRcUac\´ (Young India, 8-9-1920: 5), and today we can use 
profitably in our journey towards sustainable societies. Unless we 
achieve the Sustainable Development Goals ethically, they will not be 
sustainable.   

Gandhian path to swaraj, by extension today to sustainable societies, 
iV ³Whe aUW aQd VcieQce Rf mRbili]iQg Whe eQWiUe Sh\Vical, ecRQRmic, aQd 
spiritual resources of all the various sections of the people in the service 
Rf Whe cRmmRQ gRRd Rf all´ (Harijan, 27-5-1939: 143). To this effect, 
³eYeU\ maQ aQd ZRmaQ iV WaXghW WR WhiQk fRU himVelf RU heUVelf´ 
(Harijan, 14-7-1946: 220), aQd ³Whe iQdiYidXal Zill iV gRYeUQed aQd 
limited by the social will which is the State, which is government by and 
fRU demRcUac\´ (Harijan, 28-9-1947: 350). Individual freedom is to be 
balanced by the limitations set by the common good and welfare of all. 
³WilliQg VXbmiVViRQ WR VRcial UeVWUaiQW fRU Whe Vake Rf Whe Zell-being of 
the whole society enriches both the individual and the society of which 
RQe iV a membeU´ (Harijan, 27-5-1939: 144). This is possible only when 
the policies and action plans for the realisation of SDGs is governed by 
ethics, rather than military and market, and the transformative agenda 
consciously responds to the cry of the People and Planet for Peace and 
Prosperity. Societies are sustainable only to the extent that people 
practice truth and ahimsa and strive for swaraj.   
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