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Prof. Brown has in this relatively short but succinct presentation covered an 

important yet neglected area of Gandhian philosophy. This is an area which is 

often overlooked. It is about his constructive programme for development. A 

programme which has its genesis at the Phoenix Settlement in Inanda, South 

Africa. This programme lays the foundation for the broader philosophy for 

building a culture of nonviolence and caring for the earth and the environment.  

 Historians have delved into the issues of his life, his personality and 

his political work using nonviolent methods of resistance to oppression. This 

is what is talked about widely. Historians have unfortunately tended to ignore 

Gandhiji's constructive programme for village liberation or Gram Swaraj.   

 I believe that it is the philosophy that emerges from this programme 

that needs to be studied deeply and promoted widely in order to bring about 

real changes to the world situation.  

This programme propagates the promotion of a new way of life, a new 

thought and a new work ethic. This new way of looking at life is, I believe the 

way which will lead us out of the present impasse in terms of environmental 

degradation that the world finds itself in.  

 Briefly, this impasse that I refer to is characterised by the growing 

inequality among people and countries, rendering large sections of the popu-

lation and countries into poverty, deprivation and exploitation, while contin-

uing with the degradation of the environment through fossil fuels, plastic proli-

feration, irresponsible accumulation and management of waste, manufacture 

and use of destructive weapons and abuse of scarce resources of the world such 

as water, earth and air.    

What Prof. Brown has described as the Gandhian beliefs, I would like  
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to refer to as his holistic philosophy. By holistic philosophy I mean a 

philosophy that is cognisant of the interdependence and interconnectedness of 

life on this planet. There is interdependence and interconnection among all life, 

human, animal and vegetation and between all life and the universe. As we 

look at issues of environment we realise how deeply this interdependence and 

interconnectedness affects our daily lives.   

 Therefore, when analysing liberation movements and the Gandhian 

approach, we have to look deeper into the fact that Gandhiji did not only 

concentrate on freedom from oppression but rather on what is a viable 

alternative to lift people out of the cycle of exploitation and dependency 

through the development of a humane, responsive all-embracing ideology of 

Sarvodaya (the good of all). If we think that replacing one group of exploiters 

with another group will result in a change in the lives of the general population, 

we may find the new group equally unresponsive to the needs of the people. 

They will be making little if any difference to the lives of the poor and 

exploited.  

 Gandhiji believed that it is important to look at all aspects of our life 

on earth and look at what kind of changes are needed to address the situation 

that the masses find themselves in. We then need to work to bring about 

changes in all of these areas, so that the interconnected, interdependent roles 

are carefully addressed and reformed to meet the needs of all. This is what 

Gandhiji emphasises in Hind Swaraj (1909).  

 Prof. Brown also referred to Gandhiji’s discourses on a wide range of 

topics, ‘communal unity, removal of untouchability, ... prohibition [of alcohol 

and drugs], village health and [home] industries, ... basic education, changes in 

social attitudes towards women (gender), the use of local language, and so on’. 

Changes in all these areas, is what Gandhiji, after careful consideration, 

believed would lead to liberation. This is a philosophy in which every aspect 

of a person’s life is carefully scrutinised and appropriate changes are 

suggested. This is what is referred to as Gandhiji's constructive programme.  

 Prof. Brown said Gandhiji believed that liberation can be found in 

‘self-sustaining communities founded on agriculture, and that local small-scale 

industries would enable all to share in the means of production and sustenance, 

and so would prevent what he saw as the evils of industrial society – evils of 

over-consumption by some and poverty for others, and gross inequalities of 

wealth and power’.  

 But the opposing arguments are that self-reliance, self-government and  
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sharing of power will not work as the people are not equipped with the skills 

or the knowledge to take on the responsibility. Gandhiji's philosophy is based 

on confidence in the people and their abilities.  

While it is a fact that villages were and still are places where 

exploitation of all kinds are taking place with impunity. Inequality thrives in 

villages as in the cities. Violence of deprivation and oppression not just 

physical violence exists in villages as in urban areas. This translates into the 

loss of human dignity and the neglect of the economic life of villagers.  

 Gandhiji indicates that village products are being used to enhance 

urban life at the expense of deteriorating conditions of village life. Mining and 

chemical industries cause deterioration of arable land and water resources. 

Industrial development has revealed little if any concern for water or soil 

conservation.  

Gandhiji refers to this neglect by industry in his book on Village or 

Gram Swaraj.  

So, what this indicates is that Gandhiji’s assumption was right, namely 

that industrialised society leads to greed and materialism, because industry has 

not been able to curb its exploitative character and continues to damage the 

natural resources of the planet and through its greed causes gross inequality. 

There is more inequality and violence on earth now than ever before as the 

world becomes highly industrialised.  

 It is therefore imperative for us to discuss further our definitions of 

development and consider our own issues of how we treat our environment and 

our natural resources.  We need to look at what our own African thought is in 

this respect and see how Gandhian principles resonate with these thoughts e.g. 

the philosophy of ubuntu.  

 We need to not only recognise this indigenous thought but also look at 

how it can be applied to create a humane, nonviolent, contented and self 

sufficient country, continent and the world.   
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