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Faith-inspired work for societal change 

and peaceful co-existence: 

The Gandhian experience

Kezevino Aram

Choice has always been a privilege of those who could afford to pay for it.
Ellen Frankfort

I recall an anecdote shared by a youth participant from a recent meeting, 
wherein the gathered young people were asked by a peer, “What is 
common between Gandhi, Vivekananda, Gurunanak, Jesus Christ and 
Mahaveera?” A few seconds of silence followed, after which one young 
person apparently answered, “They were all born on national holidays.” 
Laughter apparently was the collective response to this comment, and our 
response was in no way different when we heard it again. Layered in the 
laughter, however, I find a representation of society and a general percep-
tion that ‘faith’ and faith-based communities are not really concerned 
with issues that matter most to society.

To our ongoing conversation of ‘faith in civil society; religious actors 
as drivers of change’ I would like to bring the experience of the Gandhian 
movement in India, of individuals and institutions inspired by the life 
and message of Mahatma Gandhi who have played a pivotal role in post-
independent India. Their faith often translated to leadership, a leadership 
that made freedom a continuing possibility not only for a nation, but for 
her most disadvantaged citizens. Encompassed in this effective framework 
was concrete action for lasting peace, service for the most vulnerable, and 
conscientising of society as a whole. All of this was essentially rooted in 
deep spirituality and in an abiding faith that was drawn from the religio-
cultural heritage of the Indian subcontinent. To quote Gandhiji himself, 
“At the back of every word that I have uttered since I have known what 
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public life is, and of every act that I have done, there has been a religious 
consciousness…”(Aram 1974) This interpretation served also as the 
common thread that bound individuals and institutions in a movement 
with their focus on ensuring societal change. 

This article will revisit and discuss the:
•	 emerging	spaces	for	partnership	and	societal	transformation;
•	 conceptual	contributions	that	Gandhiji	presented	to	India	and	the	

world: sarvodaya and anthyodaya; and 
•	 experience	of	the	Gandhian	movement	in	pursuing	development	

with a human face. 

Emerging spaces for partnership and societal transformation 

For many, including me, peace and development are two sides of the 
same coin, peace the end and development the means. This dynamic and 
interconnected relation between means and ends, development and peace, 
is finding a larger audience today. It echoes not only in our global map of 
continuing challenges – poverty, hunger, disease, women’s rights – but 
also in global efforts in co-constructing responses. We know that if we 
do not address and overcome these development challenges, we cannot 
really experience peace as a society. 

The desire for partnership therefore stems out of this need to develop 
high impact and re-imagined solutions for fundamental problems that 
endanger human development and, hence, peace. If one looks at the 
eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – a promise made to free 
people from extreme poverty and multiple deprivations in 2000, by 189 
nations1 – one finds yet again the importance placed on development, the 
emerging space for all to be engaged, and an investment of the world’s 
wealth more consciously. 

More trust, distinct strengths, increased understanding of how 
communities respond to co-delivered development solutions, and 
mutual literacy have given governments, civil society – including religious 
communities – and all concerned reason to work together. The partner-
ship space is fast expanding within and beyond national governments, 
UN agencies, faith-based organisations and others. What we need to 
do, therefore, is invest time and resources to fully realise this potential 
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in ensuring human development. For governments and civil society, 
including religious communities, have not completely accepted and 
adapted their thinking and working in this new and emerging space. 
The amazingly frequent transnational, local–global connect, and the 
‘value’-inspired means–ends matrix is what faith communities bring to 
this human development partnership. 

It is also in this emerging space that creative contributions and broa-
der human development approaches, such as Amartya Sen’s Human 
Development Index, hold our attention and reason to partner and work 
together. Professor Sen defined human development as a process of 
enlarging people’s choices and enhancing human capabilities (the range of 
things people can be and do) and freedom, enabling them to live a long 
and healthy life, have access to knowledge and a decent standard of living, 
and participate in the life of their community and decisions affecting 
their lives (eg Sen 1989). 

In this backdrop – defined by the needs of people, the intrinsic 
relationship between development and lasting peace, more trust and 
mutual literacy between and among stakeholders – I find constructive 
interventional spaces for partnership and societal transformation. This 
opportunity we must seize, because dividends of development can lead 
to peaceful co-existence, globally and locally.

Conceptual contributions that Gandhiji presented to India and the 

world: Sarvodaya and anthyodaya

 A people that values its privileges above its principles soon loses both, said 
Eisenhower in his first inaugural address onJanuary 20, 1953. Gandhiji 
saw in the momentum of the freedom movement in India an opportunity 
for personal and collective transformation, where the privileged could 
serve as trustees for the wellbeing of all (Guraswamy 1985), and the less 
privileged supported in their life journey and forward movement. What 
Gandhiji envisaged therefore was a double revolution for the country. 
First, a revolution for political independence through satyagraha; second, 
a non-violent social revolution to build a truly free and equal society, 
which he called sarvodaya.
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Sarvodaya, a word coined by Gandhiji – sarvam (all) and udayam 
(awakening/rising/progress) – gave us his view of the enabling role of 
society, where everybody’s awakening and progress was nurtured and 
valued. The second concept he developed was anthyodaya, which cap tured 
his drawing of societal attention to the care and progress of the most 
vulnerable (anth (last/least). Through these two concepts, he presented 
to India and the world the direct relationship of peace with social justice 
and human development. Thus, I infer that if one were to aspire for 
sarvodaya, progress of all, then anthyodaya would be the first and most 
critical building block. Learning to appreciate the many gifts of life is a 
vital phase of humaneness. The sensitive humane person is able to appre-
ciate the mutuality that transcends generations and relate that mutuality 
to one’s own times (Dale 1974). These two concepts have transcended 
generations, and through them Gandhiji gave his generation and mine a 
means to realise development (within and without) with a human face.

Pursuing development with a human face 

An area where there has been a lot of soul-searching recently is the way 
development solutions are delivered. Considered in tandem are the 
col laborative and distinct roles of government and civil society. We know 
that many of the development challenges, including extreme poverty, 
violate human dignity. This ethical imperative is what Gandhiji explored 
and expanded further when he said, “Faith does not admit of talking 
alone, it has to be lived!” He saw constructive and corrective action as 
extensions of inner faith.

Ms Guiliana, a distinguished speaker at the silver jubilee celebration 
of Shanti Ashram, said, “Peace-building is as much a spiritual journey 
as it is a political, social and educational process. It is first of all an 
attitude of the heart and a principle by which we abide in our personal 
life.” Many spiritual masters agree: “Peace comes from within,” says the 
Buddha. “While you are proclaiming peace with your lips,” says Francis 
of Assisi, “be careful to have it even more fully in your heart.” Mahatma 
Gandhi echoes quite the same thought: “Each one has to find his peace 
from within.”(Taliana nd) This understanding of peace, and its relevance 
‘within’ and its expression ‘without’ in concrete social action, is what the 
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Gandhian movement chose as its marga,2 its path, for realising human 
development.

It will be worthwhile to revisit the Gandhian experience and the integ-
rated model of development that it helped evolve. As I stated earlier, the 
movement brought together individuals and institutions in an informal 
way, but with a deep sense of mission and purpose. They traversed 
India from east to west and from north to south. They addressed on a 
priority mode social challenges, like caste and gender divides; economic 
and livelihood problems, through newly imagined poverty solutions, 
business models, vocational training, mass production through village 
industries, and the diversification of work force; political instruments 
and the democratisation processes through constitutional amendments 
and people’s movements. In other words, the agenda included work for 
social, economic and political empowerment. I will share the experience 
in an indicative way through two examples:

In the social space: Bala Shanti Programme, Shanti Ashram

From the South, let me share the work of Shanti Ashram, where I work and 
serve. The programme for children is called the Bala Shanti Programme 
and is currently celebrating 22 years of dedicated service to vulnerable 
children. Inspired by Gandhiji’s vison of sarvodaya and anthyodaya and as 
part of the programme, kendras (centres) were started in the remote rural 
villages to enable children from poor families to have access to education, 
nutritional services and health care. Thousands of children have gradu-
ated from this pre-school programme. In tandem, field experience and 
interaction with the service communities has led to the conceptualisation 
of many more innovative programmes to keep children in school, and 
also improve their health, nutritional and educational status. Continuous 
monitoring of the children at the community level has given a sensitive 
viewing of the continuing challenges and needs of children. The reposit-
ory of knowledge and learning generated from the programme assists 
governmental and non-governmental institutions across the country to 
fine-tune their reach and impact amongst vulnerable children. In 2011, 
the Ashram itself reached out to 83,000 children.
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Recalling the inspiration for the programme, Mrs Minoti Aram, a 
founding trustee of Shanti Ashram, says, “We had just dedicated to the 
nation a time-bound, targeted adult literacy programme called ‘Operation 
100 percent.’ A sense of satisfaction permeated our hearts as nearly 18 
months of hard work culminated into a constructive solution. After all, 
we still remember when India won Independence, less than 15 percent 
of India could read and write. But I soon realised that we could not stop 
with this, our real work must be to address the problem at its source, 
that is to start working with vulnerable families even before their child-
ren went to school (the pre-school age-group) and prime them for the 
educational journey. By doing so, we give the child a hopeful start to 
life and the family support to overcome injustice and marginalisation.”

The programme believes that the vulnerable situation of the children 
arises from:

•	 poverty	and	limited	educational	opportunities	at	family-level;
•	 social	distance	and	the	community	setting	of	deprivation;	and
•	 lack	of	synergy	and	follow-up	in	the	programmes	implemented	

for vulnerable children. 

The learnings from the programme point to a few challenges seen more 
often amongst families below the poverty line: 

•	 struggle	to	provide	the	minimal	financial	requirement	for	school;
•	 lack	of	parental	exposure	to	educational	institutions	and	hence	the	

limited support at home available to first generation learners;
•	 poverty-related	issues,	including	hunger,	living	environment,	lack	

of access to sanitation facilities and increasing distances to centres 
of higher education;

•	 social	challenges,	including	alcoholism	and	gender	discrimination;	
•	 the	fact	that	many	of	the	services	towards	children	stand	alone,	

ie the child and his/her family have to interface at many levels to 
access different services. 

Every child is a promise, a sacred gift, and a living sign of the present and 
the future (Arigatou Foundation 2008).3 The Ashram’s work therefore 
positions the challenge before us: How do we empower children, protect 
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them from the scarring impact of poverty, and enhance their innate ability 
for hopeful and positive living? For as we commit ourselves to realising 
their inalienable rights, we also give our children the opportunity of seeing 
the meaningful interface between rights and responsibilities.4 Every year, 
about 14 million young children are dying in the developing world, a great 
majority because of six major illnesses. These deaths are so unnecessary! 
The methods of prevention or treatment are tried and tested, available 
and affordable, but they have not been put at the disposal of those who 
need them. The bridge has not been built between what science knows 
and what people want. This analysis obviously draws on a large body of 
work in Child Health (Nyi 2001). The Bala Shanti Programme is one 
such bridge that has allowed thousands of children to walk towards a life 
of dignity, choice and progress.

In the economic space: Self Employed Women’s Association, SEWA 

From the north, let me share the experience of SEWA which has brought 
together 1,500,000 rural women from the unorganised sector. It was 
registered as a trade union in 1972. It considers itself an organisation of 
poor, self-employed women workers.

SEWA’s founder, Ela Bhat, in one of her speeches said:

Mahatma Gandhi saw the village economy as the key to nation buil-
ding. He believed that by closing the distance between producers and 
consumers, by meeting local needs with local skills, one strengthens the 
economy, one strengthens the community, and one lays the foundation 
for a society that is fair and equitable because it is accountable at every 
level. I consider women’s participation and representation an integral part 
of the development process. Women can bring constructive, creative and 
sustainable solutions to the world.5

The work of SEWA has been pioneering in that it has not only demon-
strated successful social mobilisation of vulnerable women, but also 
innovation in solution delivery (for more details you can visit their website 
www.sewa.org). SEWA Bank and the SEWA movement complement 
one another in achieving the overall goal of reversing social exclusion of 
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women and restoring economic independence. Today, they have a diversi-
fied portfolio of viable people-centred solutions. Quoting Ela Bhat again:

Poverty is a form of violence perpetuated with the consent of society. 
Poverty strips a person of his or her humanity, and poverty takes away 
their freedom. Nothing that compromises a person’s humanity should 
be acceptable. Peace is about restoring balance in society.

In summary one could ask, what then is part of this experiential model 
that has emanated from the timeless concepts of sarvodaya and anthyo-
daya, and how does it serve as a driver of change? It does so, I feel, by 
incorporating the very elements that make India what it is and what 
Gandhiji interpreted for us all. I list a few from my work and observation:

•	 acknowledgement	that	the	individual	good	is	contained	also	in	
the common good;

•	 spiritual	motivation	that	can	and	must	be	accompanied	by	social	
action (karma marga);

•	 coming	 together	 of	 religions	 in	 a	 framework	of	mutuality	 and	
equal ity (sarva dharma samanthva) helps solve human problems 
that cannot be solved alone; 

•	 faith	and	reason	interfacing	to	ensure	human	progress,	freedom	
and peaceful co-existence;

•	 conscientised	 leadership	so	 that	 the	most	vulnerable	are	always	
included when development is envisaged;

•	 services	that	are	representative	of	the	diversity	of	societal	needs,	
particularly of women and children; and

•	 integrated	approaches,	be	it	body-mind-soul	at	the	individual	level,	
or spiritual-social-economic-political at the collective level.

To quote Henry James on mature criticism:

To criticize is to appreciate, to appropriate, to take intellectual position, 
to establish in fine a relation with the criticized thing and to make it one’s 
own. We have little need for sophisticated irresponsibility.

For many decades, the secular and the sacred worlds have invested time 
in criticising one another, sometimes irresponsibly, without interacting 
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enough. The evidence is in front of us, high synergy societies6 achieve 
more together. To quote Henry James again:

the route ahead to maturity is not always easy to travel. It means experi-
menting with wider and wider relationships receiving occasional rebuffs. 
It means developing a skillful balance between dependence and indepen-
dence. Learning when you should go it alone and when you should work 
with others. It means neither over-valuing or under-valuing conformity 
nor non-conformity.

We need to have faith in the ‘noble art of conversation’7 and get together, 
so that we understand in each other’s presence how faith within civil 
society is transforming religious actors as drivers of change.

Notes

1. UN Millennium Declaration, UNDP website www.undp.org

2. Marga means path in Sanskrit and many Indian languages

3. Bala Shanti Programme Archives, Shanti Ashram, 2011 

4. www.sewa.org

5. Sarvodaya or Sarvanasha: Silver Jubilee address by Dr MS Swaminathan, Shanti 
Ashram Archives 

6. Inaugural Address by Prince Hassan Bin Talal, Jordan, World Conference of Religions 
for Peace
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