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Abstract

This paper explores the relevance of Gandhi in contemporary times through his ideas on human nature specially through
cosmo-centrism. In a time when there are many life-threatening forces ranging from wars, terrorism, climate change,
epidemics, competition leading to suicides by youth there is a need to look at the cultural, civilizational and philosophical
resources that can counter them with a life-affirming view. The paper argues that Gandhi with his pervasive reliance on
sources of Indian knowledge traditions such as Upanishads and Bhagwat Gita provides us precisely with a perspective that
can possibly address the big challenges of our times. It argues that Gandhian concepts of maitri (friendliness), sadbhav
(goodwill and kindness) and living life like a yajya (offering) are extremely relevant in providing the moral anchors to the
youth who are living in a highly individualistic, egoistic and self-centered world.
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Introduction

We are living in what can be called profoundly un-Gandhian times. If Gandhi stood for pacifism, non-
violence, and satyagraha (soul force) the world is witnessing wars, terrorism and the use of brute force. If
Gandhi talked about swaraj, rule over one self, control over desires, and senses to be achieved through self-
discipline, spiritualism, and meditation, the world is promoting mindless consumerism based on a constant
proliferation of needs and ardent materialism. If Gandhi believed in celebrating cultural diversity and
learning from all religions and cultures while being firmly rooted in one’s civilization the forces of religious
fundamentalism are becoming stronger not just in India but the world over. It therefore can be concluded
that we have come far away from Gandhi in contemporary times. Why then should we think about the
relevance of Gandhi today? I argue that going back to Gandhi may give us a moral anchor; a possible insight
about how to live a good life in such an uncertain time. It may give us a clue about what kind of life of action
should the youth of our country aspire to take the world towards a peaceful and life-affirming future.

The various problems that we are facing such as wars, climate change, excessive competition that is leading
young and bright minds of our country to commit suicide or lose their lives due to tremendous work
pressure is a result of the hyper modern and hyper consumerist environment we find ourselves in (Pathak,
2024). We are living in a milieu of extreme individualism, pursuit of self-interest, and self-indulgence of the
body that is promoted by the modern civilization. Giving primacy to reason, materialism and body centrism
has brought us at a juncture where we have forgotten the crucial reality of human interdependence, sharing
of collective faith of humanity, and having an existence beyond the body in the realm of the moral and the
spiritual. Gandhi’s idea of cosmo-centrism giving rise to allied concepts of maitri (friendship) towards other
beings (human and animal), sadbhav (goodwill and kindness) towards other cultures, and yajya (offering)
towards service of mankind may serve as useful moral categories to live our lives in present times (Parel,
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2016; Parekh, 1997). It is important to note that in developing these ideas Gandhi relied heavily on sources
of Indian knowledge traditions such as Upanishads and Bhagwat Gita.

Two propositions of Gandhi on human nature as elaborated by Bhikhu Parekh (1997) are useful for our
purpose.

1) Humans are an integral part of the cosmos.
2) They are necessarily interdependent that is they rise and fall together.

Proposition 1: Humans are An Integral Part of the Cosmos

Following Indian tradition, Gandhi took a cosmo-centric view of human being. Gandhi believed that a
benevolent cosmic spirit, a pure disembodied consciousness prevailed, informed and structured the
universe. The universe had a structured bias towards the good. If that was not the case, the world wars
would have ended the human species and the all-pervading violence would have made human life difficult.
The cosmos was a well- coordinated whole whose various parts were linked in a system of yajya or
interdependence and mutual service. According to Gandhi, everything had an element of cosmic spirit-
human, animal, material and natural world. Since everything in the universe bore the mark of divinity it
needed to be approached in a spirit of cosmic piety and maitri or friendliness.

Instead of the idea that God has given universe to human beings as a property to be used, he looks at
universe as a common inheritance of living beings who were equally entitled to its resources and should
live in a spirit of mutual accommodation. Being rational, human beings were custodians of the rest of
creation and should respect its rights and cherish its diversity. They should only take from the universe
whatever they need for moderate comfort and no more. Since violence was built into the human condition,
the only moral course of action was to minimize it by reducing one’s wants and to compensate for it by
taking tender care of nature.

Proposition 2: Human beings were necessarily interdependent

Human life meant incurring certain existential debts to parents and to a stable and peaceful society. They
become rational, reflective, moral beings within a rich civilization created by sages, saints and scientists.
Human beings were born debtors. All that human beings could do was to recognize the conditions of their
existence and continue the ongoing universal system of inter dependence by discharging their duties and
contributing to the collective will being. They should look at their lives as yajya or an offering at the
universal altar and contribute to the maintenance of both the human world and the cosmos.

Every human action was both self-regarding and other-regarding. When human beings developed, they
awakened others to their potentialities. When they degraded others, they degraded themselves as well. This
was because to degrade others was to reduce the moral minimum due to all human beings. Also, to degrade
others was to damage their pride, self-respect and potential for good, deny the benefits of their possible
contribution and to increase the collective moral, psychological, financial cost of repairing the damage they
were to do themselves.

The cosmo-centric view of human nature understands human beings as a part of the larger cosmos whose
dharma (duty) is to protect and nurture the various relationships they find themselves in both with the
nature and the larger society. It refuses the fierce individualism prevalent in today’s society that is the
quantification of worth of individuals and cities in terms of their credit worthiness in markets and attempts
to take a more inclusive and moral view of humanity.

Today, the pursuit of awakening of one’s soul and its cosmic power can only be heard through the speeches
of gurus of spiritual industries who as Avijit Pathak (2024) has recently argued give ten-minute capsules to
jaded, labouring bodies and minds to rejuvenate and go back to the jobs which are alienating and taking
their lives slowly. The attempt in this paper, however, has been to look for insights in Gandhi who believed
that human beings were essentially interdependent moral beings whose duty was to serve nature, society
and live a life of offering and renunciation. This is necessary because the plight of the youth and our society
will not improve by instant gratifications provided by the market but will need solid moral anchoring to
define what constitutes a good life in these uncertain times. The emphasis laid on knowledge traditions of
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India in the New Education Policy may be additionally useful for laying the foundation of a brighter
collective future.
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