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The paper lays specific emphasis on the modern aspects of development and the 

Gandhian notion with respect to the same. The prime concern of the undertaking has 

been to critically analyze the societal and individual aspects of the developmental 

processes and the consequences of the same. The paper lays down a comparative path 

for the developmental processes and further tries to study the same from a Gandhian 

perspective. It has been well observed that the new age approach to development has 

manifested itself in the form of sustainability and popular participation. This clearly 

resonates with the Gandhian ideas of peaceful coexistence and grass root 

empowerment. The Gandhian ideas have been instrumental in shaping the world since 

the world has realized the efficacy of sustainability and community participation. The 

paper emphasizes on the inculcation of participatory mechanics and mass 

empowerment. The paper also tries to shed some light on the Gandhian contribution 

in the evolution of ecological consciousness and the subsequent effects of the same. 

The paper also acknowledges the efficacy of modern technologies and hence vies for 

the inculcation of the same in policy making and implementation. 

 Introduction 

The world is a complex reality which exists as a result of some of the most basic 

imaginations that have been in place since ancient times. Realities are biological and 

societies are artificial. The ideas thus coming out of such conceptions have been 

greatly responsible in the shaping basic human understanding of the world as it exists. 

Development has been a debatable issue due to the very meanings that it conveys. It 

can be defined in social, economical, individual, national, human, spiritual and 

political terms but the complexity of the same persists. This has been always argued 

whether development is a process or a consequence that follows. The reality being 

that is but a dualistic reality.  

Sustainable development is essentially a normative and contestable concept, urging 

changes in institutional and individual behaviour. Accordingly, variation in its 

formulation at different levels of policy making is to be expected. But it is also a 

relatively new concept, needing to gain policy space amongst traditional political and 

institutional balances, and requiring innovation and institutional creativity to do so.  

The concept of sustainability is increasingly discredited as a useful concept by itself, 

it appears to be serving some purpose when preceded by a delineating modifier like 

“ecological” or “agricultural” or “economic.” Efforts have been made by members of 

various professions to give meaning to the term within the context of those respective 

professions. Callicott and Mumford, for example, develop the meaning of the term 

“ecological sustainability” as a useful concept for conservation biologists; In 

“Ecological Sustainability as a Conservation Concept,” these authors advance an 

Abstract 
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ecological definition of sustainability that connects human needs and ecosystem 

services: “meeting human needs without compromising the health of ecosystems.” 

They propose this concept as a guiding principle for areas where human activities take 

place. (Callicott and Mumford, 1997) 

 Foy in “Economic Sustainability and the Preservation of Environmental Assets,” 

explains that from an economic standpoint, sustainability requires that current 

economic activity not disproportionately burden future generations. Economists will 

allocate environmental assets as only part of the value of natural and manmade 

capital, and their preservation becomes a function of an overall financial analysis. In 

contrast, the ecologist will seek to preserve minimum levels of environmental assets 

in physical terms. He suggests that since an ecological approach will better 

characterize the present situation, it should serve to limit conventional economic 

reasoning to ensure sustainability. Economic sustainability should involve analysis to 

minimize the social costs of meeting standards for protecting environmental assets but 

not for determining what those standards should be. (Foy,1990) 

The economic development is the most important marker of country’s growth. In 

order to achieve targets of development, developing and developed countries are 

irrationally exploiting their natural resources without concerns and understanding of 

how to exploit and when to exploit. Our lives are widely dependent on availability of 

the natural resources. If correct balanced is strike between usage of resources and 

availability of resources than lives of people and integrity of planet could be managed 

well. However when life is turned into excessive luxury and comfort this balance 

could break. The concept of the sustainable development is multi-dimensional and 

multimodal. “Use and Throw” is not fit for the sustainable development while 

Reduce- Recycle – Reuse is the best concept of sustainable development as it refers to 

balancing of needs and usage. Instead of economic development we should focus on 

environmental development. Before any type of development we should check for 

ecology and environmental impact, good building might not be good development 

every time. There should be environmental, social, moral and spiritual balance 

without all these values development is unperfected proxy for the progress. A specific 

concern is that those who enjoy the fruits of economic development today may be 

making future generation worse off by excessively degrading the earth, resources and 

polluting the earth’s environment. This is fact that environmental damage hurts people 

today and future. Sustainable development adopted by the world commission of 

environment “Present generation should fulfill their needs without compromising the 

ability of future generation.. New social ethics should be inculcated amongst the 

children both in school and at home, emphasizing concern for environment, personal 

growth and peaceful coexistence. Economic growth should mean equitable and 

sustainable growth. Rate of population growth should be controlled through education 

and awareness. Resources must be conserved through judicious use and recycled. 

Gandhiji not only gave India its freedom but also gave the world and us a new thought 

on nonviolence and sustainable living. His teachings and experiments are more valid 

today than ever before, especially when we are trying to find solutions to worldwide 

greed, violence and runaway consumptive lifestyle which are putting a very heavy 

burden on the world’s resources. Through ages India has time and again given to the 

world a new thought. Thus Buddhism, Jainism, Yogic system, Sikhism are part of the 

great spiritual thought given by India from time to time. Gandhiji’s message of 

nonviolence and sustainable living is a continuation of that long tradition. 
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Gandhiji’s greatest contribution to sustainable development was twofold. Firstly his 

experiments in simple living and high thinking. He believed that with simple living 

the resources of the planet earth can sustain us comfortably and his famous saying that 

earth provides us enough for our needs but not for our greed is extremely apt today. 

Secondly his insistence on all inclusive growth of the society and hence his focus on 

rural development. His vision of sustainable development challenges the basic 

assumptions that the Capitalist model of development makes about the use of Nature 

and natural resources, the meaning of growth, progress and development, the ways in 

which society is governed, and the formulation and implementation of public policy. 

 

Gandhi has had a profound and celebrated influence on the nonviolence movement 

through Martin Luther King Jr, Nelson Mandela, Cesar Chavez, Thomas Merton, 

Gene Sharp and many others. In the same way, many environmental activists 

including the father of ‘deep ecology’, Arne Naess, admits his debt to Gandhi. The 

deep ecology of Naess tries to identify the relation of individual being to the nature 

and it also asks for self realization of Gandhian value. For those who know Gandhian 

philosophy well, this line of reasoning can readily be realized.  

In much of the international relations, defence studies, security, ethnic conflict 

management and related peace areas, Gandhian approach became indispensable. For 

example, the work of Johan Galtung, one of the most prominent scholars in the peace 

research, is centrally influenced by Gandhian philosophy. While Galtung makes 

several references to this influence on his thoughts in Peace Research and elsewhere 

(Gage, 1995: 7); Lawler (1995) the storyteller of Galtung’s peace research, does little 

more than mention it in passing. For him Galtung seems to have moved from 

positivism to Buddhism, while according to Galtung himself ‘it was Gandhi all the 

time’.  

Is Gandhi a human ecologist? If we go by the ideas generated by the environmental 

movement in India, which is strongly influenced by Gandhi, the answer would come 

in strong affirmative. But Gandhi’s place in the ecological movement is yet to be 

recognized fully on a secure footing internationally.  

Ecological consciousness, understandably, is a phenomenon that gained momentum 

only in the 1980s. But the roots of it can be traced back to worldviews, ancient 

culture, tradition, religion and folklore. Ecology is the science that delves into the 

relationships between living beings and their environment. Human ecology is about 

relationships between people to their environment and vice versa. The strength of 

human ecology lies in its ability to see human beings and their environment as 

mutually interlinked, as part of an integrated whole. This derives that the Western 

tendency to compartmentalise everything into different categories is anti ecological. 

Different facets of human life reflected in politics, society, culture, economics etc., 

need to be considered in an integrated way.  

Also, the disciplinary barriers that we have created should gradually disappear, 

making social sciences and other sciences intimately interlinked, or enabling each 

social science discipline to develop an ecological perspective as well, perhaps as a 

transition strategy to evolving an integrated social science in days to come. Social 

sciences try to solve the problems not from the vantage point of an independent 

discipline, but allow integrated interdisciplinary scholarship to emerge. This is 
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precisely what Gandhi performed. In his writings we find elements of economics 

without appearing to be an economist in the strict sense of the word, politics without 

being a political scientist and propounder of social theories without the pretensions of 

a social theorist. This is the strength of the new interdisciplinary approach that 

Gandhian studies appear to be appealing.  

Gandhi was influenced by the righteous values of different religions including Jainism 

and Buddhism. Jainism looks at nature as a living entity and exhorts human beings to 

continually purify themselves by paying respect and regard to the diverse life forms. 

In contemporary times, Jainism has been interpreted in such a way as to reinforce the 

relation between human being and the earth, a suitable case of employing religion for 

ecologically efficient public welfare services. Hinduism also observes nature and all 

life forms with great reverence. Gods and Goddess are present in all the forms of lives 

for Hindus and they all are worshipped. Gandhi’s voice of ecologism was not the lone 

voice at the turn of the twentieth centuiy. Rabindranath Tagore represented nature in 

his literary contributions including poetry. Shantiniketan, the institution that he 

established, was another example of eco friendly study and living. Gandhi got 

inspiration from several Western scholars, who, although were not against the 

modernist project, romantically cherished the pre-industrial order. John Ruskin, for 

example, was critical of industrialisation in that it had sapped human sensibility and 

destroyed the harmonious relationship humans had with nature.  

Henry David Thoreau, whose essay on civil disobedience had inspired Gandhi, 

believed that nature could exist without humans, a prospect that fascinated and 

frightened him, which eventually prompted him to focus on the relation between 

human beings and the environment. Edward Carpenter, who was influenced by John 

Ruskin and Hindu mysticism also wanted to lead a life that was simple, ascetic and 

close to nature. His critique to unbridled civilisational advancement was a major 

influence on Gandhi’s (1997) that we can realize in his Hind Swaraj. What is so 

special about all these thinkers is a kind of affection and deep attachment to the nature 

and a common aversion of unrestraint industrialization, modernisation and 

urbanisation. We got the same romanticism in Gandhian approach to the mother, 

nature. He admitted “I need no inspiration other than Nature’s. She has never failed 

me as yet. She mystifies me, bewilders me, sends me to ecstasies.”  

Gandhi realised that industrial revolution is a watershed in human history. His 

systematic study of process and effects of domination of machines led him to 

conclude that industrial civilization is a satanic civilization. If we draw a graph of 

development of industrial growth and superimpose it on a graph of parameters 

representing environmental degradation, one will be amazed to see that they are 

almost similar. To put differently Gandhi identified that the real disease is industrial 

civilization. Environmental problems that we face today are only symptoms of that 

civilization. Therefore situating Gandhi securely in discussions on environment is 

appropriate and significant.  

Industrialization, urbanization and westernization are not essentially connected with 

modernity. Modernity brings reason, universality, order, autonomy, equality, freedom 

and many other meta narratives. But Gandhi used modem civilization, western 

civilization and some time British civilization as synonyms and for him all these 

words stand for industrialization and urbanization and they are associated with the 

modem virtues of rationality, equality and universality They are applicable to the 
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various institutions of modern life as well. Gandhi criticizes industrialization and 

urbanization because, as he says, he believes that, “the distinguishing characteristic of 

modem civilization is an indefinite multiplication of wants,’ As Ramchandra Guha 

observes, to satisfy these wants, one had to forage far and wide for raw materials and 

commodities, (Guha, 2000) and it is totally against and altogether contradictory to his 

idea of civilization. For him “Civilization in the real sense of the term consists not in 

the multiplication, but in the deliberate and voluntary reduction of wants.” In Hind 

Swaraj he writes: “Observing all this, our ancestors dissuaded us from luxuries and 

pleasures. We have managed with the same kind of plough as existed thousands of 

year ago. We have retained the same kind of cottages that we had in former times and 

our indigenous education remains the same as before. (Hind Swaraj) 

For Gandhi, industrialisation and profit making were at odds with moral progress. He 

advocated, “The incessant greed for material comforts and their multiplication is an 

evil. I make hold to say that the Europeans will have to remodel their outlook, if they 

are not to perish under the weight of the comforts to which they are becoming slaves.” 

Further, with a prophetic words, Gandhi forewarned that a time would come when 

those who are in mad rush today of multiplying their wants, would retrace their steps 

and say; what have we done?” If we observe subtly the contemporary debate on 

climate change, the manner in which the West is frantically trying to persuade the 

developing countries to reduce their carbon emissions and the billions of dollars being 

spent by developed countries to moderate the process of climate change, it validates 

Gandhi was utterly accurate in his prophecy. Although from the early seventies we 

came to know about the environmental degradation through literature like Small is 

Beautiful (Schumacher1973) and Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972), it took 

over a decade for the world to realize the gravity of the situation.  

He appreciates this alternative way to living because he could have visualized that this 

modern industrial civilization which “wholeheartedly detest the mad desire to destroy 

distance and time, to increase animal appetites, and go the ends of the earth in search 

of their satisfaction” (CWMG, 38:208) will lead to reckless consumption and 

exploitation of natural resources. He further observes: The earth, the air, the land and 

the water, are not an inheritance from our forefathers, but a loan from our children. So 

we have to hand over to them at least as it was handed over to us. 

Gandhi is critical about the typical way man relates himself to the world and the 

environment in the modern age. Nature is here treated as something different from 

man; to which man eternally turn to satisfy his needs and wants. He is worried about 

the animal instincts in man which know no limits to their appetite. The Hind Swaraj 

for Gandhi is thus an attempt to see beauty in voluntary simplicity, poverty and 

slowness. (Harijan, 14 October 1939) 

 Like many thinkers who influenced Gandhi and thinking in similar manner about 

ecology and other issues, when he shared his views, he represented a counter thinking 

of his time. It was a wholesale disapproval of modern civilization and its entire 

manifestations. That is why Gandhi’s book Hind Swaraj was banned within a year of 

its publication. Gandhi was asked if he would like to have the same standard of living 

for India's teeming millions as the British had. He enquired, “It took Britain half the 

resources of the planet to achieve this prosperity. How many planets will a country 

like India require” This shows his concern for conservation for depleting natural 

resources as well as persuasion to exercise restraint in the undesirable use of natural 
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resources. It also emerges from a generational vision for the brighter future of 

descendents, their entitlements and reservation for them. As human beings we have 

the responsibility to assume the stewardship of the earth and its resources and not 

engage in run off exploitation. This counter thinking is now gaining popularity with 

greater knowledge and understanding of the environmental crises.  

Gandhi has been the major influence on the environmental movement in India. This 

includes not only renowned ones, but also movements against unscrupulous 

exploitation of natural resources by multinational companies, urbanisation, 

deforestation, problem of rehabilitation for displaced people, nuclear power plants and 

waste disposal, use of agricultural land cultivated by small and subsistence farmers 

for commercial purposes, large scale commercial fishing, destruction of seed varieties 

and so on. Chipko movement, the biggest environment movement in Asia as well as 

several Indian environmentalists and environmental historians such as Vandana Shiva, 

Madhav Gadgil, Anil Agarwal and Ramachandra Guha, have acknowledged their debt 

to Gandhian thoughts on environment. Guha has portrayed him as the “single most 

impoitant influence on the environmental movement.” But he decided that it was left 

to J. C. Kumarappa and Mira Behn to construct an ecological programme with 

Gandhian approach. Besides, it is unique about all those influenced by a Gandhian 

brand of environmentalism is their exclusive care for environmental deprivation of the 

rural areas due to external interferences.  

Gandhi accepted many virtues of modernity like freedom, equality, justice etc. But he 

strongly objects the modem notion of rationality, panicularly instrumental rationality 

He accepted its importance in human life but he vigorously opposes the modern 

attribution of omnipotence to it. For him, though rationalists are admirable beings, 

rationalism is a hideous monster when it claims for itself omnipotence (Young India, 

14 October, 1926). He questions the modem belief that rationality provides the only 

material we need to determine truth. He holds that it may sweep away alternative 

modes of coping up with the world and makes hardly any room for ethics and 

morality. He believes that this rejection of alternative thinking and attribution of 

omnipotence to rationality may reduce wisdom to knowledge and the latter to a form 

of power only useful as an instrument of control over nature and other men (Parekh 

Bikhu, 1989). On the other hand for Gandhi, the primary concern of human being is 

not how to “take charge of the world” but how to live with nature and take control of 

ourselves.  

Conclusion 

The meaning of development pertains to meaningful and resourceful growth of 

society which could fetch positive outcomes in long term for welfare of not only 

human society but also entire planet. Therefore maintaining equilibrium between 

development of environment, flora, and fauna. The concept of development does not 

lies only within frame work of increase in comfort levels of humans but depends on 

sustainability. The Co-operation and Reciprocity are essential properties for the 

sustainability and existence and without which entire creation would reduce to 

nothingness. Hence, principles of interconnectedness reciprocity lies between Nature 

& Humanlkind. There should be fine balance as everything is interconnected. We are 

trustees of mother earth (our planet). It is the responsibility of the humankind to care 

and maintain our planet while obtaining required resources in response. Planet has 

vast recourse and biological diversity. So trustees must learn to make mindful and 
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ethical use of the earth’s natural resources (Renewable and Non-renewable). We must 

remember that the moderation and humility worth of the nature cannot be expressed 

in simple economic term. Sustainable development requires a deep understanding of 

the natural world and its role in society in collective development timization of 

overall individual welfare. 

The idea of sustenance has always been advocated by people in different cultures in 

different ways. Some worshipped nature while some started to conserve nature 

through their cultural practises and traditions. A balance was always the most vital 

part of the basic understanding of these people. The modern ways of life have led us 

far into the wild where we not have destroyed species and their habitat but now we 

threaten human existence to its core. Air, water, soil and even our thoughts are 

polluted. This has to stop somewhere but we have to make sure that it does not end 

with our own kind.  

The future is full of hope and aspirations. The young have to more forward and learn 

to adapt in the worldly ways as they have been set by their ancestors and leaders. The 

do so in the name of life and continuity itself. They learn the ways so that they may be 

able to change them when the time comes. The time has come and the leaders have to 

take stock of the needs of the people. It is the duty of leaders to guide these young 

minds so that the future can be safe. It must also be the responsibility of the leaders 

that the direction of this change should be good for all so that humankind can move 

beyond petty conflicts and disturbances. Gandhi not only took it to the next level but 

also taught the masses to be compassionate about their deeds and responsibility. 
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