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HOW GANDHI MATTERS:

Assessing the Relevance of Gandhian Solutions for India and the World in the 21st Century

We are organizing a joint seminar entitled "How
Gandhi Matters: Assessing the Relevance of Gandhian
Solutions for India and the World in the 21*" Century"
together with the Indian Institute of Advanced Study
[IIAS], Shimla to take place at Gandhi Teerth from 22"-
25" August.

We have received a surfeit of good papers, some of
which may be published in the forthcoming issues of
Khoj Gandhi ki. - Editor

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948), as an
unconventional political leader and thinker, is not easy to
interpret and categorize. Yet admittedly, first and foremost,
Gandhi was a democratic humanist whose influence surged
in the firmament of the inter- and post-War periods of the
20th century in the context of anti-colonial national liberation
movements in the Asian and African world. His extraordinary
contribution continues to be relevant for the various
transformations of nationalism in the subsequent phases
(during the Cold War and post-Cold War) of supranational
regional integration and capitalist globalisation, and the more
recent de-globalisation or 'slowbalisation' caused by the rise
of right-wing nationalism all over the world.

Gandhi entered on to the Indian political stage at a time
when the prevailing descriptive and explanatory categories
of political understanding and action had run out of steam.
On the one hand, Congress Moderates had been proved to be
irrelevant and ineffective; on the other, Congress Extremists
had been reduced to the margins of law and politics by the
powerful repressive colonial state apparatus on charges
of preaching violence and sedition. Gandhi appeared as a
flickering flame of political thought and action, lightening the
seemingly dark and hopeless scenario with his courageous
and innovative political strategy of nonviolence, satyagraha,
and his goals of swaraj and swadeshi. No wonder that Gandhi
has been differently, or indeed simultaneously, interpreted
as a traditionalist (in view of his defence of varnashrama
dharma minus the caste system, or his trenchant critique of
modernity), as a modernist (viz. his anti-colonial nationalism
and 'constructive politics'), and as a postmodernist (given his
belief in cultural relativism and contextual truth). His 1909
political manifesto, Hind Swaraj or Indian Home Rule, is
open to a hermeneutic interpretation that is conservative,
liberal, and radical — all rolled into one.

How Gandhi combines his unique individualism and
communitarianism is exemplified in his autobiography, The
Story of My Experiments with Truth. Straddling diverse
epistemological discourses, he underscored, on the one hand,
the normative philosophical imperative regarding the purity
of both ends and means, philosophical anti-statism and the
privileging of civil society and conscientious individualism;
on the other, he emphasized the experimental and pragmatic
discovery of contextually valid truths, and the need to make
contingent compromises on myriad issues. Committed
to his 'constructive programme', which represented
grassroots politics per se, he endeavoured to bring about

the emancipation of Harijans, communal harmony between
Hindus and Muslims, the widespread use of the charkha and
khadi, the introduction of basic education, natural health care
and hygiene, and the propagation of a rashtrabhasha, just to
name some of his major initiatives.

All things considered, Gandhi certainly matters today not
only for India, but for the world at large. Yet his contemporary
global importance requires more explicit articulation: As the
world faces an uncertain future, to what extent can Gandhian
alternatives be availed of, for instance, to tackle the enormous
increase in class and regional inequalities, or to confront the
challenges to democracy due to capitalist globalisation?
Do his ecumenical endeavours in establishing communal
harmony offer solutions towards mitigating religious
fundamentalism and terrorism, aggravated by the global rise
of extreme-right parties and movements? Does the legacy
of this prophet of nonviolence provide us with crucial clues
towards deflecting a nuclear holocaust, or towards abating
global warming? To find answers to the existential problems
of our times, we are called upon to examine more rigorously
Gandhi’s ardent faith in truth and nonviolence. We need to
understand the implications and consequences of his deep
respect for religious pluralism (sarvadharmasambhava),
coupled with his exemplification of ethical politics, as well as
his emphasis on ‘need rather than greed’-based consumption
and proprietorship (in the form of aparigraha and trusteeship),
defined by simple living and health-care, in harmony with
nature. Our aim would then be to evaluate the way in which
Gandhian precepts and practices, in private and public
spheres, can instantiate a cosmopolitan global citizenship for
planetary survival, practised by swadeshi nationalists in the
global village.

The Indian Institute of Advanced Study (IIAS), Shimla,
and the Gandhi Research Foundation (GRF), Jalgaon, are
jointly convening a two-day international seminar to assess
and reinvent Gandhian solutions to contemporary problems
confronting India and the world. It is hoped that, with
discursive inputs from a select group of eminent scholars and
public intellectuals, this event, commemorating Mahatma
Gandhi's 150th birth anniversary, will set the stage for
highlighting how Gandhi matters today.

In line with the above introductory abstract, we have
formulated some relevant themes that are to be discussed in
six sessions,

1) Gandhi’s Historical Contribution: Debates and
Controversies, 2) Gandhi’s Swaraj and its Relevance Today,
3) Gandhian Economics and Ecological Sustainability,
4) Gandhi’s Sarvadharma Sambhava and his Discourse on
Socio-Political Justice: Viable Solutions for India and the
World?, 5) The Scope of Satyagraha in the 21st Century,
6) Gandhi, Science and Modernity: An Ambivalent
Relationship?
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Workshop was very interactive and giving tools for
solving conflict.

Dilip Tiwari, Jalgaon
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Workshop provided a good thinking method.

Manoj Govindwar, Jalgaon

Totally interactive workshop conducted with the
democratic approach and Gandhian ethos.
Dr. Jagdish Patil, Faizpur
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The articles I could read were very interesting, and the
newsletter is well laid out.
Michael Nagler, USA
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