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Abstract
Theissueof nonviolence consdered asa philosophical and educational concept is
unde-explored. An interdisciplinary and multiperspectival foundaton to peace andnont
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unde pinningsof Mahaima Gandhi@ philosophyof ahimsa (to do no harm) andits

implicationson his conaeption of praxs.
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Introduction
A lack of an interdisciplinary approach to peace and nonviolence tha fails to indude
philosophy and education exists in pat because theissue of nonviolence consdered as a
philosophica and educationd concept is unde-explored. Ideas of nonviolence often
emerge from action, and therefore it is often thoughttha nonviolence demandsa need
for action- ademand tha many believe is not met by philosophy. These explanaions are
insufficient when applied to philosophy of eduction. They fail to acknowedge the
educationd and philosophical importance of the praxis of nontviolence. Philosophes of
education, like Suzanne Rice, have shown tha a study of the praxis of nonviolence can
indesd be discussed in philosophical contexts. In her paper entitled QMlartin Luther King
J.@ Gthic of Loved Virtues Common and RareO (2004) Rice problemetises
philosophy® lack of recognition of King® work in character development and moral
education programs. Rice argues tha athough King did not express character
development and moral education in traditiond philosophical forms, i.e. academic texts,
he was indeed concerned Qvith questions about how one should act (condud) and the
kind of person oneshould strive to be (character) O(pp362)

In much the same way King Qhever himself claimed to articulate an ethicO(Rice 2004,
362), M.K. Gandhinever wrote a succind, complete work of his own ethics. He did not
gt in private and create a philosophythat was later to be distributed to theworld. Rather,
Gandhi used mass media, such as newspape and radio, to appeal to his audience. His
philosophywas created out of his actionsin South Africa and subsequent actionsin India,
drawing on existing philosophies and religionsto shape his expression of nonviolence.
He did not separate ideas of theory from practice; for him, theory and practice emerged
out of oneanothe. Hence, viewing Gandhi as solely a philosophe or a political actor

creates an unnecessary tenson and dichotomy.

For example, when Gandhi is represented by largescale movies like Richad
Attenborough©1982film Gandhi or by quick catch phrases like Qhere is more to life
than inareasing its speed,0Gandhi is easily interpreted as either a political actor, or a
philosophe. Attenborough® film depicts Gandhi@ lifelong struggle in a way only a

41



Research and Practice in Soc¢al Saences Sihra, K
Vol. 2, No. 1 (Augug 2006)40-52

major motion picture can - big sound, big events, and big drama. Gandhi® political
actionsshine throughoutthe film, yet wha the film is unable to capture is the essence of
Gandhi@ theory of nonviolence as an overall way of life, and the pedagogical dynamic
behind nonviolent action. Similarly, Gandhi cannot be summed up in a catch phrase.
While useful in the way they present Gandhi as philosophical, quick catch phrases can
present him as overly proverbial.” As Dewey has noted, GEw hen [a sodal arrangement]
becomes cast in a mould and runs in a routine wayE it lose[g] its educative powerO
(Dewey 1966,pp6). For example, when Apple Computers uses hisimage to encourage us
to Orhink DifferentQ Gandhi entersinto therealm of popular culture and it becomes easy
to forget wha he has contributed to educationd and philosophical discourse. Ingead,

summed up in ashort quote, Gandhi® wordscan sell computers.

| will argue in this paper tha Gandhi® philosophy, like King® when undestood
holistically can contribute to character development and moral education in the same way
as philosophy presented more traditiondly. | will do this by examining the way Gandhi
spesks about ahimsa’, loosly trandated as non-violence, through a discussion of

Abwlute Truth, relative truth, and truth as meansand ends

Gandhi And Ahimsa

The clearest way to undestand the connection of these forms of Truth to ahimsa is to
examine Gandhi@ use and undestanding of the term QruthQ To do this, however, we
mug first define wha ahimsa means for Gandhi, as for him, ahimsa and truth are
undeniably, and remarkably, interdependent.  This interdependency will become
trangparent throughthe discussion of Absolute Truth, and relative truth.

Gandhi ingsts there are negative and postive elements of ahimsa. While his définition
indudes both elements, thedistinctionisimportant. The negative elements are defined as
merely nontinjury or absence of physcal violence. The postive e ements embrace much
more than this; Qn its postive form, ahimsa meansthe largest love, the greatest charity.
If | am afollower of ahimsa, | mus love my enemyO(Gandhi 1996,pp 40). Ahimsain its

negative form involves only theindividud. Loveand charity are not extended when one
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refrains from injuring another, as love and chaity are retained for the individud
refraining from violence. Ahimsa in its purist and mog postive form is a mental
behaviour, a congiousess, therefore, theway one knows and carries out relationshipsis
wha is essentially important. In this form, ahimsa engages the other and extendsoneself
to the other. What results from this is peace with the other, and a spiritud freedomfor
oneself. Thelogic used here requires certain elements to be accepted axiomatically, most
notably tha we are all soda agents, and a part of the larger community. At the same
time, thelogic also demandstha we see ourselves asindividuds:
Individudity is and is not even as each drop in the ocean is an individud
andisnot It isnotbecause apart from the ocean it has no existence. Itis
because the ocean has no existence, if the drop has not, i.e. has no
individudity. They are beautifully interdependent. And if thisis true of
the physical, how much more so of the spiritud world. (Gandhi 2000,
ppl74)

Therelationship of individudity and community is notonetha is mutudly exclusve, nor
doesit demand a sacrifice of oneself. 1t demandsengagement of oneself with oneself and
the other.

While ahimsa by definition denotes activity and action, it is theway Gandhi developshis
philosophy of temporal action, namely throughan examination of truth, which makes his
philosophical contribution decisive. As aresult, my discussion becomes an exploration of
Gandhi@ truth and its role in both the spiritud and temporal world. Studying Gandhi®
emphasis onworldly existence is significant insofar as his philosophyis onethat engages
action. It is throughthe practice of ahimsa in both its negaive and positive forms - the

practice of Truth - tha onerealises Truth.

Gandhi® Truth

Gandhi uses the term truth in two ways, namely truth as Absolute Truth, and truth as
relative truth. While the significance of Gandh @ use of the term Truth reflects the
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importance of the term in many Indian philosophica and religious traditions the
digtinction between Absolute Truth and relative truths is mog succinctly described
throughthe Buddhst paradigm of truth.

Gengaly speaking, the Buddhst undestanding of truth differentiates between the
Absolute Truth that is the transcendent truth, and the conditiond truth tha relies on the
Absolute Truth (Zimmer 1974,pp250) Both of these forms of truth indudefactud and
scientific truths, however, Gandhi® undestanding and application of truth in formulating

his philosophyis primarily concerned with morality and sodal relations
Absolute Truth

Absolute Truth is characterised by its fixed and unalterable nature. For Gandhi, Absolute
Truth (hereafter Truth) is the only fundamental truth. He uses the term interchangeably
with God and maintains “beyond truths there is one absolute Truth which is total and all
embracing. But it is indescribable because it is God. Or say, rather, God is Truth”
(Gandhi 2000, pp35). He later updated this idea, arguing ... it is more correct to say that
Truth is God than to say that God is Truth” (Gandhi 2000, pp 35). Truth understood as
God is in some ways a pragmatic word choice for Gandhi. This pragmatism comes from
the need to effectively communicate in a language that is understood by the many. I
argue this because although Gandhi uses the pronoun “Him” in reference to God, in this
context God cannot be comprehended in his/her/its entirety if viewed solely
anthropomorphically. “... [A]s we cannot do without a ruler or general, the name God is

and will remain more current” (Gandhi 1996, pp 231).

Gandhi did not simply use the term God for pragmatic purposes. His faith and devotion
to his religion, together with the religions he studied, informed his interpretation of Truth
to an overwhelming degree. Gandhi went so far to insist “I can live only by having faith
in God. My definition of God must always be kept in mind. For me there is no other
God than Truth; Truth is God” (Gandhi 1996, pp156). As a term, then, God becomes an
embodiment of the idea of Truth. If God is accepted as an external force/agent, with an

omniscient role in the entire cosmos, the use of the title is effective. If, however, God is
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understood in a physical form or even as the divine creator of destinies, the descriptor

does not capture that which Gandhi is attempting to illustrate.

Yet God is not the only characteristic Gandhi assigns to Truth. Gandhi also equates Love
to Truth. Truth and Love intertwined describe Truth as an emotion, an expression, and an

act, yet also leaves much to interpretation. Love is also understood as Truth itself.

That is to say, in describing Love, Gandhi combines the working definitions of love with
the negative and positive elements of ahimsa insofar as integration of the responsibility of
self- and communal realisation is necessary for the realisation of Truth. Love for the self
is as significant as love for the other and for the community as a whole. Indeed the
realisation of Truth demands the realisation of all three entities (assuming that the self,

the other, and the community can be seen as distinct entities).

Gandhi’s choice of the term “Love” is interesting because of its intensity. Rather than
discuss care or responsibility, which are open to interpretation of scope and passion, Love
denotes a very particular, albeit indefinite, depth and zeal that incorporates near extreme
elements of care and responsibility. Nonetheless, its definition is not limited to these
elements. As Kierkegaard describes from the Christian tradition, in his Works of Love:
There is no word in human languaye, not one single ong not the mog
sacred one aboutwhich we are able to say: If apersonusesthisword, itis
unoonditiondly demondrated tha there is love in tha peson. On the
contrary, it is even true tha aword from one person can convince us tha
there is love in him (sic), and the opposte word from anothe can
convince usthat thereislovein him also. It is true tha oneand the same
word can convince usthat love abides in the onewho said it and does not

in the other, who neverthdess said the same word. (Kierkegaard 1995
pp13)

Kierkegaard insists that the emotion of love is best expressed through action, yet he does

so without ever providing a steadfast definition of love. Combine the indescribable yet
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value-laden emotion love with Gandhi’s ideas of God and Truth, and the use of the term
love to describe Truth in action becomes apparent. Truth as Love underscores the all-

embracing nature of Absolute Truth.

Hence, Gandhi does not define Truth. The terms God and Love are too broad to be seen
as “defining” terms. In part Gandhi uses these terms to ensure there are no boundaries to
Truth. That is he does not consign limits to Truth, and therefore he does not claim to

have discovered a universal absolute.

As a result, Gandhi further argues that Truth can never be realised. After all, if we do not
know what it looks like how can we say we have achieved it? At the same time, Gandhi
has provided us with the qualities of Truth and, therefore, a path for its achievement.
Given Gandhi’s belief in the Indian conception of moksha, the spiritual release as the
supreme end of life, and in the relationship of Truth to God, the realisation of Truth is a
significant piece of Gandhi’s puzzle. He supports the claim that Truth is unattainable
partially through his religious beliefs. Because Gandhi insists that there cannot be a
complete transcendence of desires and pleasures as long as we are in our physical form, it
becomes impossible to understand Truth completely. The limitations of the physical
form denote the importance of moksha. Gandhi insists that a person comes closer to
Truth as s/he controls her/his passions. Yet the limitations of the physical form deny a
person complete transcendence from violence. While confined to our physical form and
living in the elements of existence it is impossible for us to follow Truth fully. The
implication of the inattainability of Truth is that ahimsa also becomes impossible to

practice in its entirety, as complete transcendence of desires and pleasures is impossible.

Hence, Gandhi establishes Truth as a guiding principle in our existence as it provides
principles to spiritual, emotional and active elements of “this-worldly” life. Truth’s all-
embracing nature is best articulated through an understanding of the use of Truth in
Indian languages. “The word satya (truth) comes from sat which means “to be” or “to

exist’” (Gandhi 2000, pp 36). To live through Truth is “to be” or “to exist” in wholeness.
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Relative Truth

The indtainability of Truth does not diminish its importance. Ingdead, Gandhi stresses
the need for the use of relative truths to strive for Truth. Relative truths are those
definitive ideas tha provide guidance to our thoughs and actions, yet are not static.
They change and morph to provide guidance in versatile situaions These truths

maintain as thar guiding prindple theidea of Abslute Truth and, therefore, ahimsa.

Relative truths are describable and definable. It is the relationship of relative truth to
Absolute Truth that is at the core of Gandhi@ argument. Relative truth becomes theform
of truth tha is attainable in the human condition (Khanna 1985, pp41) or the temporal
world. Relative truth is tha which is defined by Absolute Truth: it is this relationship
tha will acquire moksha. Truth chaacterised by God, Love and ahimsa mug be
manifested throughaction in order to attain moksha. (He (Sic)E who undestandstruth
follows nothing but truth in thought speech, and action, comes to know God and gans

the seers vision of thepast, present, and futureO(Gandhi 1996,pp35.

Suman Khannaprovides a hdpful exegetical andysis of Gandhi@® use of relative truth.
She outlines two applications of relative truth, the first beng the common meaning of
truth as a characteristic of speech, which is to say, Qo tell the trthO The second
application of relative truth is the moral ideal where truth is a characteristic of condud
for life overall. While Gandhi acknowedges the importance of the former, it is with the
latter that he spends a considerable amount of time. With its all-encompassing naure,
Absolute Truth cannotpartialy inform relative truths Gandhiingists tha thereis no pat
of our lives tha Truth cannotguide Ahimsa beng a characteristic of Truth implies tha
ahimsa is aso total and all-embracing: Non-violence to be a creed has to be all-
pervasive. | cannot be nonviolent about one activity of mine and violent about others.
That would be a policy, not a life-forceO(Gandhi 2000, pp 245). The situation is best
described by Khanng who explainsthat relative truth as away of life implies an Gught©
or a mora ideal (Khanna 1985, pp20) because it is guided by the idea of Absolute
Truth Thenature of Gandhi@ relative truth, which is characterised by ahimsa, demands
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tha ahimsa become all tha we are. Ahimsa becomes our very identity (Khannal1985,pp
40).

Truth asthe Endsand the Means

The discussion of Absolute Truth, and relative truth can aso be seen as a discussion of

means and endsinsofar as relative truth is the meansand Absolute Truth istheend. This
logic, however, confronts yet another form of dichotomy whereby a mean cannot be an

endinitself. Gandhiingststha thisisnotthecase. Therdationdip of meansand ends
in Gandhi@ thoughtis most appaent through his insstence on characterising Absolute
Truth rather than defining it. His characterisation is a means to the achievement of the
end and an end in itself. Kotturan explainsthis phenomenon accurately when he writes:

Orruth cannot be realised without nonviolence. Means and ends beng convatible
terms, Truth and non-violence become part of the spirituad make up of Gandhian ahimsaO
(Kotturan 1973 pp189.

Hence, to make reference to means and ends as two distinct entities is somewhat
incorrect. Truth undestood solely as a means or as an end leaves the breadth of
Gandhi@ ahimsa at the surface. The bendit of acting through ahimsa is retained for
oneself. The existence of a better community/society and the realisation of moksha are
notengaged. Tha isto say, oned sodal responsbility is denied if Truth is treated as a
meansonly. Truth undestoodas a meansand an end implies tha Truth isthe meansto
defining relative truths and is aso the ultimate end. Using the end as a guide for the
meanswithoutdiminishing its role as the ultimate end is the truest expression of ahimsa.
As a means and an end, Truth engages the individud and the community insofar as it
defines the individud and the community as a whole: it is tha which alows oneto see

her/his community as an extenson of her/himself.

Furthermore, it is no mere coinddence that Gandh uses the same term, namely truth, for
what | have interpreted as the means and the end. Gandhi® two uses of the term truth
express both means and endsexclusgvely, and means and endsconterminousy. O\himsa

isthemeansand Truth istheend. Ahimsaand Truth are so intertwined that is practically
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impossible to disentangle themO(Gandhi 1996 pp45). Means and endswork togehe in
Gandhi@ paradigm for therealisation of Truth.

Truth asTheory and Practice

In like manne, Gandhi did indeed use a philosophical approach tha lent itself to the
creation of an identity for oneself and” one® community. At the same time, however, his
philosophical approach and his persond and community@ identity are not mutudly
exclusve. Gandhi@® philosophical approach relied on these factors. | do not think that
this is a phenomenon unique to Gandhi; however, the extent of his reliance on these
factorsis another component tha makes hisideas digtinctive. He could not have formed
his theory of ahimsa without his practices in South Africa and India as his ideas rely on
his own and othersOparticipaion in the community. As aresult, Gandhi® theory is more

accurately described by theterm praxis.

The mog poignant example of such praxis is Gandhi@® establishment of ashrams in both
South Africa and India. Ashrams provided a space where caste, class, race, gende etc.,
had no place. These commund spaces were comprised of a @ommunity of men, women,
and children bound togehe by common vows and common work and a common
pumposO(Alexande 1984, pp25) These commitments were derivatives of ahimsa; they
fogered a Qife of mutud observation and intricate discipline and hard to grasp and harder
to condonefor the uninitiatedO (Ericson 1969, pp106) It is in this amospheae tha
Gandhi@ beief in ahimsa was nourished and promoted. In an effort to put the existing
undestandings of Truth into action, Gandhi worked to create a community tha would
embrace and adopt the prindples of ahimsa. At the same time, he usd these
communities to create his own working definition of ahimsa in an effort to expand the
ideology of the ashrams to the naion as a whole. The experiences of Gandhi® South
African ashrams informed nat only the ashrams he established in India but, aso, the
oveal plan of what a free, indgopendent India should look like. Gandhi had case studies
in the ashrams tha proved tha such a sodety could indeed exist given theright structure
and therighteducationd context.
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Because our world often interprets theory and practice as two separate entities, Gandhi
use of ahimsa as both the means and the ends appears overly complex. bdl hook©
discussion of theory and practiceis useful to hdp clarify things
When our lived expeience of theorising is fundamentally linked to
processes of self-recovery, of collective liberation, no gap exists between
theory and practice. Indeed, what such experience makes more evident is
thebondbeween thetwo - that ultimately reciprocal process wherein one
enablesthe other. (hooks1994,pp61)

hooks writing from a black feminist perspective, actively uses her ingitutiond and non

ingitutiond educationd expeiences to undeline the correlation between theory and
practice. Daisaku lkeda peace activist and president of Soka Gakkai Internaiond,

expressed this best usng Plato® allegory of the cave as areference point: Qvhile his days

were devoted to efforts to attain the spiritud liberation of enlightenment, hefelt no need

to enter a cave for tha purposeE the cave was something he carried aroundwith himO
(lkeda1994,pp117)

The practice of carrying his ethic aroundwith him initialy allows for an approach to his
work through a lens of political science, sodology, or econonics, however this pgper
demondrates that there is a philosophical and educationd dynamic behind Gandhi®
ahimsa. Although established through praxis, Gandhi presents a moral ethic tha can
address the concerns of philosophes of eduction. For example, a common concern
among philosophes of educion is autonormy.  While Gandhi does not refer to the
interpretation of Absolute Truth as autonony, it is evident tha this is indeed what
individuds, defined by ther membership in community, engage in when making moral
judgements that are relative to Absolute Truth. Relative truth, in this respect, provides
the space for autononous decisons These relative truths however, are degermined
within a definition of the individud that indudes the individud® membership in the

community.
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Gandhi@idess on Truth allow people to interpret moral prindplesin away tha preserves
the individud and embodies an undestanding of the individud as a membe of the
community. Accepting this as Gandhi® undestanding of the individud, Gandh@ Truth
alows theindividud to find the (best reasongOfor acting in moral situaions As aresult
of Gandhi@® undestanding of the individud as embedded in community, autonory is
valueladen whereby both individuds and the community have the god of realising
Truth. It isnotmerely individud autonony. Theconaept of autonony mug incorporate
an idea of commund autonony as it relates to individud autonony when making moral

judgements.

This nuanced verson of autonony, which indudes a chaacteristic of sodal
responsbility, is not the only way in which Gandhi incorporates autonorny as a way of
making moral judgenents. Asoutlined above Gandhi aso enaures tha individuds have
the right to interpret, and act upon moral principles as they see fit. Truth without
definition leaves itself without boundaies, open to inquiry, and encourages persond
assessment.  Even though Gandhi puts forth a notion of Truth tha is to guide moral
judgements, he does not confine the notion to how we must make judgements. Ingead
his notion of Truth seeks to provide a method for allowing his conception of the
individud in acommunity, rather than an individual tha standsalone for deermining his

moral judgements.

Gandhi@ method of philosophical inquiry, namely praxis, inadvertently incorporates
moral judgments. Infact, for Gandhiit is throughactionsin the public sphee tha moral
judgments manifest themselves. The dedudion of mora judgnents rests with an
individud who is defined through he or his membership in the community, and

undescores the sodal responsbility Gandhi@® praxis demands

"The same criticism can be macde of the medum of this paper, where the atempg to write and
perform GGandhianOethics on this page, and in this format, deniesthe praxis Gandhi insists upon.
Much like the movie deperds on imagesard sound, 10Gn left with only words, the presertation of
groups of words, and the creaton of a concise-aspossible pieceon Gandhi Osdeas

" Ahimsais not aword | wish to put into italics. Itsimportanceto the English language, and the
lackof thislanguage to aptly describe it requiresits adoption into comman use. Non-violence
doesnot capture the essernce of all thatahmsa denotes
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" Khama's analysis becanesproblematc when she insists that Gandhi's percegtions of Truth and
God must be accepted axiomaically in orderto be the definersof relative truth. Clealy Gandhi
hasmade direct parallels to Indiantradtions and rea®n in his formulations of Truth and God. It
may be safe to imply thatthe existing and prevalent beliefsin ahmsathat areembeddedin the
faiths that| examined above must be underdood axiomatically, however, Gandhi neednot be
undergood in thislight.

" The use of the word OadOhere becomesproblemaiic, asthese two ideasare not distinct from
one arother. A personOsnoral idertity comesfrom their community, and viceversa. The OadO
impliesa separaton.
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