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Significance of dress and dietetics in Gandhian political philosophy

Dr. Rumpa Das

Principal, Maheshtala College

The image of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi that is firmly embedded in the
collective psyche of all those who have known him through the monumental work that went
to establish him as Mahatma is that of a frail but firm person, clothed in a loincloth , with or
without a light drape or ‘Angavastram’ , holding a stick, walking confidently ahead. When
one looks at the monochrome photos of his earlier life, in traditional Gujarati attire, his
student-sojourn in England dressed in European clothes, sporting a moustache, his days in
South Africa at his farm, his later attire appears striking. The British press and British
multitude were quite shocked as how he shall go to meet King George V at Buckingham
Palace in his loincloth; however, after the meeting, he famously responded that the king was
dressed enough for both of them. This article shall try to trace how Gandhi ji’s sartorial and
dietary choices reflect and symbolize his political philosophy that enabled him and his
associates to drive away the British imperialist forces from India: in fact, it was Gandhi’s
superb political strategy that pitted the icon of an apparently powerless and half-dressed
Oriental masculinity against the Occidental concept of a centrifugally powerful and well-
draped man who aspires to ‘civilize’ the uncivilized native/s, but fails since neither food nor

clothes not make a man.

As the photographs given above suggest, as long as he was in India before leaving for

England for his studies, Gandhi ji was comfortable in wearing the turban, dhoti and kurta
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which is still used by natives of Gujarat. He landed at the Tilbury dockyard of London on
18™ October, 1888 as a shy 18-year old, and the pomp and grandeur of London bedazzled
him. A complete novice in the manner of British etiquette and customs, he was soon deeply
distressed by two major concerns — money and food. He had promised to his mother before
leaving for England that he would not touch alcohol, stick to vegetarian food and remain
faithful to his wife. Though in the later part of his stay, he became a committee leader of the
Vegetarian Society of London, chiefly influenced by Henry Salt’s Plea for Vegetarianism,
yet during his stay in England; Gandhi followed the sartorial code of the British, enrolled for
ballroom dancing, elocution classes and even tried to learn Latin. He completed his studies in
Law from the Inner Temple, and was called to the bar when he was only 22 years of age. He
moved to South Africa the next year in 1893 and went on to stay there for 21 years. It was
there that he raised a family, and also started his political career as a Civil Rights activist,

using non-violence or ahimsa for the first time.

Talking about his long stay in Africa, Gandhi said that he was born in India but made
in Africa, hinting that his African sojourn shaped his unique personality. It was in Africa, that
Gandhi encountered racial and ethnic discrimination and led non-violent protests against the
white oppressors. John Ruskin’s book, Unto This Last, inspired him to set up the Phoenix
Farm near Durban, and started training young people in ‘Satyagraha’; however, it was
Tolstoy Farm - his second farm in Africa where it was actually moulded into a form of
political protest. It was here that Gandhi switched his attire from the western form to a
humble lungi and shirt, and also changed his diet since he realised that if he would be guilty

of practising discrimination if he dressed and ate differently.

On his return from Africa, he started wearing a long coat with lungi, a stole on his
shoulder and a turban in his native Kathiawad fashion. He had already started eating a frugal
meal, and had given up milk. It was in Madurali, he decided to change his attire and dress like
the common men of the country whose cause he was representing. He started using hand spun
Khadi fabric, living a simple community life, eating simple meals and going on large spells
of fasting as part of his ritual of self-purification and political protest. This event had an
immense symbolic value not only for thousands of poor Indians who hailed him as their
saviour but also for the world outside who looked at this ‘messiah of millions’ preaching a
new gospel of love, as a modern day Christ-like avatar, as well as the British imperialists who
could not negate a frail old man in a loin cloth who had come to negotiate for independence

from colonial thraldom.
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It is important to note that neither his diet nor his attire brought about ‘swaraj’ or
freedom; it is also equally important to understand that he did not force his ideas on anyone
other than his followers. He believed that if a person is unable to control his appetite or his
cravings, he becomes ‘. . . the slave of his body instead of remaining its master’ (Gandhi,
242, 2012) 1t is his desire to reach the truth or ‘satya’ of human existence (‘satya — agraha’/
‘satyagraha’ : the desire for truth) that made him vouch for ‘ahimsa’ or non-violence . Gandhi
believed that one need not be or become an ascetic (rishi) to practise ahimsa or seek truth. By
leading a life of simplicity and abstaining from excess of any kind, one can seek out truth.

He mainly stressed on having limited quantities of pulses, vegetables and fruits for
meals, an active life and preparation of simple meals that may liberate women from the
drudgery of cooking them, so as to let them use their time more productively in pursuits of
their choice such as gardening, spinning charkha, weaving khadi and so on. He also limited
the intake of milk, focussed on naturopathic cure and belief and practice of simple
philosophic ideals. Gandhi’s interest in mingling his social philosophy has its roots in ancient
Indian doctrines, and when combined with his political ideologies, became a veritable tour de

force that ultimately led to the setting of the sun on the colonial empire.

Gandhi understood that in a country that is diverse in food, dress and culture, it is
neither practical nor possible to enforce/encourage similar tastes — yet, by his own
experiments with truth in life, he could motivate them to follow the underlying principles of
satya/truth, ahimsa/non violence and sarvodaya/mass-awareness that would culminate in
construction of a ‘nation’al consciousness. Once this is achieved, the nation — in spite of its
multiculturalism and diversity — will become unstoppable. He rightly observed that earth
provides enough to satisfy every man’s need, but not every man’s greed. The image of the
Father of the Nation — Mahatma Gandhi, walking ahead in the form of in statues,
photographs, installations, placed all over our country and even abroad, serves this iconic
purpose — in his apparent frailty, he is strong; in his powerlessness, he is most powerful; in
his most simple poise, he sends the most important message to the world that is and shall

always be relevant across the borders of place and beyond the boundaries of time.

o

N

»

1588 @

e

|



’-f'(i‘;‘/} ‘ ;:'}J . g J

VS YEARS OF

CELEBRATING D e
THE MAHATMA O

ReTs 8 TP TTwEE @3 W[ A Q9N

ey gy, Bfogm fer,
TS| TG
e SR SIEE A EATe Qe e @ A gedd [fey e
Tafge Tel-Affere P G@R I GO OF I@H GR (R ARG 9
A WX S AN | (AR ARSI Ol R Sl IR ST
gerFend wedlaed | RmH @<y qe I FOPN B &2 G TSl (B TR I7 e
Tafen T wieaw wee | o Jio ey ¢ 9k -aeeE T gEe 6 @, @ Ao
TR AR A RS T | O, OiFORE AR A Agicaa (fafb)
A RSl FHE A PR AWM G WCREAE IS FAR G ol o[ (S
Tpe 9T For Igeld [EW e WerTE AP IEReE @R TENE A2
T | RifeE T Aol e ¢ew e aite e e -t Ao 92 wfzen

AR SitwEe @ ez @

S50 MG RENFS @ WG SCAECS e (N @ WA (Al I JCAREH
S W SeN fRee REPS AR S (Ol (NERM SEl @32 NeFS SEi
W WRIM A @A | R0 A @A FN e Gl @igs S A9 | Shbo A o
T TP 74 o7 otaa qeal Sk A @9 G AR e (=G A 1 ST
7 e foff o foq <@ - gafeer @if, *swe wifd 3 Temm aifes 3l
ol gl SERET T R (@ o 92 (=0 W el TRl SheimE il
e Sfisl A (¥ 8 MG ORI fHeamd SR SeEd a¥qe, I NS

TSl ATwEE IR e forget 7w 71 72 el ¢ Ifemie T @2 PENE - S

AR PRI T T <o igfie. et W@ Seel 90T it |



Vs YEARS OF .
CELEBRATING D S
THE MAHATMA e \.7

el I @ TS 8 SR STEE e Siaze $E - a6t

A FACS AP | AT ofRlE P (e F-W-@IETHR (@emE -
SRR SRR o RRRER | TS, i NN fof (T W@ W Tl 8 ([T
IACOT QR G TG PREANE  qRPCE GEd (7 @@ e 3R sprRan

AR S ARY AF, O3 7Y -l MR b2 2 Qiewiee SgHiaRd SE |

Q. ME FAFTOR  TfPe  ILAGE NS ARG Anfgs  z@feeEw  [-arr
FCACE €2 FOR FoHal 2E T (SEress if (@7 | 1=eie 42 Jor ooifFe
G AW T TN R AT ARG 1 S@y, @2 ! (AF23 TN ° AR
AR -GFIE * AAES QTG (O 2@ieet 1 [-am g2y e Jwies afsy e
Y -GS AqAST  FOR ©Fd M| IWAGE 2 For fef Tyre @ w9
W@ g e oy-fadl Hffee @ d@eE FRNE [ I@ e =@ | AR
TR TR TSR &) FRARED IR | O CTawy ©itrd W f&oqies wifv aideang
|

S5 AT TR WITHEHR  2bIad &) [§-Si=l siiGa e qieenoaees [fony oeest
TN R [-aEiE oiEed gelfie 2@ [ AT FAACSE [ SR ¢ e
QCAEE @evie 2fes «ite a7 s 8 sl (=te qg WE o @ siemee
AR =1 ISR @F Ao fof Fealee™ , S oe SNE AE S[qess  STub
AR FRd QN W FR O A THABS @z, O AFEIR OGN NGFS @
(WM TS 2[@-79 | 97 Qi 512 GONE TS @@ GIFAG 74 Qe I1ocre oF Al
R, PR (O MR I FFCS @ TG O 9 @11 N 92 A9 IEw | 58 93

TeFce 9NE @I @ @ sifawe |



'(1";1«"3 / } i s & [}
=

VS YEARS OF
CELEBRATING ¢
THE MAHATMA e \.7

TR QTR M AT 1 Wemam [GkE oe Iee FeiEe 9% e
Afeffga ST @ ot WA AT FrH SIS Q@ICT &) e S |

AMRAE e @ Forg fof @, “The Indians have committed two follies during

the last 150 years; it was they who sided with the British which brought about
the capture of their own king and secondly they helped the English during the
outbreak of 1857. If Indians have not done so there was no possibility of these
merchatns getting supremacy in India and shakling Indians in the fetters of
serfdom..... would they commit another folly and put their aged mother to

shame?
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therefore, ardently preached unity which had become an article of faith with her.

She had discarded all her foreign or mill-made clothing and taken khaddar
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""Communal harmony is
imperative to win
freedom."

— Abadi Bano Begum
(1852-1920)
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Economic Thought of Gandhi

Subhasis De
Assistant Professor, Economics Department
Maheshtala College

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, who played the central role in the peaceful achievement of

India’s freedom, had exposure to the British Society after the industrial revolution and had

experienced the British rule in India and South Africa and formulated his critique on it. On

the other hand, Gandhi’s economic philosophy was mainly concerned with the individual

dignity and welfare of poor people. Gandhi’s stress on individual liberty includes a sense of

responsibility towards oneself, to others, to society, and perhaps to the world beyond.

Gandhi did not isolate economics from other sciences, particularly from ethics. Economics

should aim at the material and moral progress of society. It must help in producing and

increasing wealth and also promote social justice and moral progress. The following are the

main ingredients of his economics:

» Long before the independence of India, he pointed out the significance of the basic

strength of the masses in building up the nation’s property. Gandhi considered
human beings as wealth and not gold and silver. He considered a country to be
richest if it nourished the greatest number of happy individuals. Thus in Gandhian

economic thought, a human being occupied a more prominent position than wealth.

The village, as the centre of economic growth, has been always given the prominent
importance in Gandhian economics. He recognised that “India lives not in a handful
of her big cities but in 700,000 villages. If India is to attain true freedom and through
India, the world also, then sooner or later, the fact must be recognised that people
will have to live in villages and not in towns, in huts not in palaces....”. Gandhi’s
vision of “Village Swaraj”, i.e., the establishment of a village republic, was based on
man-centred, non-exploiting, decentralized, simple village economy providing for
full employment to each of its citizens based on voluntary co-operation and working
for achieving self-sufficiency in the basic requirements of food, clothing and other

necessities of life.
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» The third ingredient of Gandhian economics was integrated rural development.
Gandhi wanted a sort of agro-industrial economy based on the principles of
decentralized democracy and social justice. The village industry programme plays a
predominant role in providing employment opportunities to rural artisans more

specifically the socio-economic weaker strata of the society.

» Gandhi had definite ideas about the use of machines. He maintained “I am aiming
not at eradication of all machinery, but limitation...Just where machinery ceases to
help the individual and encroaches upon his individuality, its use should go.” In
other words, he was not against big machinery but he objected to the “craze for
machinery”. He wanted his machinery to be of the most elementary type which could
have put in the homes of the millions. Gandhi offered Khadi as a sign of patriotism,
equal opportunity, and independence.

It is a pity that the above-discussed teachings and experiments of Gandhi had little influence
on the official policies of the Government of India. There was a craze for massive
industrialization and a decline of enthusiasm for such causes as village self-sufficiency

through small and cottage industries.
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“Generations to come will scarce believe that such a one as this ever in flesh and blood
walked upon this earth.” - Albert Einstein
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The Philosophical thought of Mahatma Gandhi
Juyel Ali

Teacher, Department of Education,
Maheshtala College

The main function of education is to create an ideal citizen. In spite of other preoccupations-
political, social, economic and religious, Mahatma Gandhi’s interest in education had always
been profound. According to Gandhiji, education meant the enjoinment of the best human
attributes: the connection of the mind, the body and the spirit. He believed that “genuine
education does not consist of” cramming a lot of information and numbers in mind. Nor it
lies in passing the examination by reading several books, but it lies in developing character. It
is a real education with inculcates internal virtues (values) in human beings. If you can
develop such virtues, it will be the best education. He claimed that self-realisation was the
ultimate goal of education.

In the present scenario of education, it is an anomaly that education has not been able to give
the right direction to our youth and it does not provide those opportunities for their all-round
development. In his article titled the ‘New Education’ published in ‘Youth India’ on 1%
September 1971, Mahatma Gandhi had written that whatever may be true in other countries,
in India where more than 80% of the population is occupied with agriculture and another
10% occupied in industries, it is a crime to make education merely literary, and unfit for the

boys and girls.

Gandhiji observed that the system of education in India during the time of the British reign
was wasteful and positively harmful. It was believed by Mahatma that foreign medium of
instruction made our children practically foreigners in their own land. The English language

had also prevented the growth of the vernacular languages of India.

Basic education was Gandhiji’s most significant contribution to education. In South Africa,
he used to teach his children with other students and illiterate in the Tolstoy farm of the
transversal. His long experiment in the field of education helped him to devise a new scheme
of education suitable for his own country. In 1993 Gandhiji explored a new system of

education, which he called basic education. It is also known as ‘Nai Talim’. It is a principle
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promoted by Gandhiji. It said that knowledge and work are not separate. It was popularly
described education through handicrafts. NaiTalim was conceived as a ‘craft-based’
education in which practical skills servers as the foundation of an individual’s spiritual,

cultural and social development. It is a philosophy of learning and living.

The term ‘Basic’ comes from ‘base’. In a literary sense, basic education is the foundation or
education at the primary level on which the edifice of the superstructure of higher education
can be limit. The scheme of basic education was put forward at the 1% All India National
Education conference convinced at Wardha on 22™ and 23" October 1937. Gandhi takes
education from a broad perspective and beings forth its two basic objectives acquisition of
knowledge and a sense of freedom. According to him, education is the realisation of the best
in man-body, soul and spirit. Education must be based on ethics and morality.

Gandhiji’s basic education was to protest against the education that prevailed during the time
of the British rule in India. It was fully realised by Gandhiji that the British system of
education was harmful and artificial. He did not like a system which is too much literal and
bookish. His basic scheme of education was to protest against an urban system of education

in rural areas and the present single-track system of education.

Basic education is based on learning by doing and child centre education. Another utility of
basic education is self-supporting and self-sufficiency. Basic education aims to develop all-
round physical, mental and spiritual development and make the student reliant. It helps to
develop ideas of mutual understanding and a habit of cooperative and mutually helpful living

among the students. It emphasises manual work.

The detailed scheme of basic education curriculum was prepared by Dr.Jakir Hussain. All
over India, basic education scheme was accepted as a national system of education after

independence. There are five schematic patterns of education:

Pre-basic (up to 6™ years)

Basic (from 7 to 14 years)

Post -basic (from 15 to 18 years)
University education

Social and Adult Education.

O N O IO

The principles of basic education: there should be free, basic and universal education with the

age group 7 to 14.

32



THE MAHATMA

The mother tongue, or vernacular, should be the medium of instruction in an educational
institution.

Human values should be developed in the child, and not just the knowledge of the English
language.

Education should achieve the harmonious development of the child’s body, mind and soul. It
should be imparted through some productive craft or industry, and useful correlation should
be established with that industry.

The child should achieve gainful work experience through practical work. School should be a
place of activity where the child gets busy in various experiments and gains newer and newer
experience bringing forth researches. It should create useful responsible and dynamic
citizens.

Through such activity-based education, students will learn with joy, and acquire literary
knowledge as well as moral physical and mental development.
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