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Approaching Gandhi from Our Times
Sandipan Sen

it is hard to deny that we live in troubled times. As
citizens of India, and also as members of humanity, we are
facing some overwhelming crises today. The impending
threats of climate change and global warming, the
widening gap between the rich and the poor, the swelling
numbers of internally displaced people and those migrating
into West Europe from war-torn regions, the interminable
plights of the victims of discrimination based on gender,
ethnicity, race, religion and sexual orientation, and the
rising hostilities among communities and nations - all
these challenges have crippled the prospects of a just and
sustainable human society, despite the spectacular
achievements in science and technology over the last few
decades. The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic has further
aggravated these fissures which were already emerging
since the dawn of the new millennium. Interestingly, most
of these crises have one thing in common: they are the

outcomes of human decisions and actions - their

Tl_’:: author is Associate Professor of Political Science at Ramakrishna Mission
Vidyamandira, Belur Math, and the Convener of the Seminar titled ‘Revisiting
Gandhi in Our Times' held on 4 March, 2020.
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governmentality in the West, and the emergence of
‘competitive populism’ in postcolonial democracies like
India. As he observes: “the possibility afforded to subaltern
populations to anoint a sovereign of their choice who
would fight the enemy and give them justice, without
being bound by the opaque procedures of law and
bureaucracy, is a powerful motivation that is likely to sway
those people in Europe or the United States who feel
disempowered by their invisible oligarchic rulers.”’ The
fallouts of these processes, in his estimation, are, “features
such as the centralization of power in the hands of an
authoritarian leader, the repression of the opposition, the
showering of benefits to a core base of supporters, and the
undermining of institutional norms.”” He further argues
that soon many of these features of Indian populism “are
likely to appear in the liberal democracies of the West.™
However, in his consideration, in India these symptoms
have emerged out of ‘tactical extension of the state’,
whereas in the West these are likely to appear because of
its ‘tactical contraction’,

These challenges have, in many ways, impacted our

times quite depressingly and made our lives vulnerable to
a great extent.

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948) too,
lived in troubled times. In his times, India was under a
repressive colonial rule, where people were denied the
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of the Gita I want to live at peace with both friend and
foe.”” Gandhi's message of Ahimsa, Satyagraha, Swaraj,
Sarvodaya and Sarvadharma Samabhava emanated out of
this unshakable faith.

Gandhi sought to offer, as it were, a ‘counter-
hegemony', against the inhumane and unjust imperialist
ideologies, based on ideas rooted in the cultural and
spiritual traditions of India. Even though he was preceded
by many in this endeavour, like Swami Vivekananda,
Rabindranath Tagore, Bal Gangadhar Tilak, Aurobindo
Ghosh and others, yet Gandhi was the most prominent
among them, so far as the ability of politically articulating
his idea was concerned.’

In an attempt to identify the distinctive characters

of Indian civilization, Gandhi wrote:
Civilization is that mode of conduct which points out to man
the path of duty. Performance of duty and observance of
morality are convertible terms. To observe morality is to attain
mastery over our mind and our passions. So doing, we know
ourselves.... We notice that the mind is a restless bird: the
more it gets the more it wants, and still remains unsatisfied.
The more we indulge our passions the more unbridled they
become., Our ancestors, therefore, set a limit to our
indulgences. .. They saw that kings and their swords were
inferior to the sword of ethics, and they, therefore, held the
sovereigns of the earth to be Inferior to the Rishis and the
Fakirs, A nation with a constitution like this is fitter to teach
others than to learn from others."
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He mentioned: "By Ramarajya 1 do not mean Hindu Raj. 1
E - -
mean by 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

ni§
righteousness....
This unique worldview ultimately led Gandhi to

redefine the concept of power, which is considered as the
essence of politics. For him, the state or political power

was inferior to the soul power. As he reiterated: “To me
political power is not an end but one of the means of

enabling people to better their condition in every

department of life.”"* The utility of political power, to him,
was limited to the extent that it could create socio-

economic and political conditions conducive to the
attainment of true Swara/ or self-rule for every individual
living in a society. Beyond that, political power had no
value for a moral or spiritual life, in his views. Thus,
Gandhi never accepted political power as an end in itself,
but always a means to the attainment of true Swaraj or
Moksha or the ultimate spiritual goal of life. Since Gandhi
believed that in any moral or spiritual endeavour, means
are as vital as the ends, politics must be based on moral
foundations. Such a morally or spiritually oriented politics
can never be grounded on violence and untruth, and its
goal can never be the deprivation, discrimination or
domination of any sort. Hence, Gandhi took up Ahimsa and
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