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Excellencies, Distinguished Guests, Friends,
Students

My warmest congratulations to all Indian
friends here, for today is Gandhi Jayanti, the day
Mahatma Gandhi was born in 1869.

I feel honored to be part of this auspicious
commemoration of International Day of Non-
Violence. I must admit that to write or talk about
Mahatma Gandhi today is quite a challenge. This is
because there have been so many good publications
about him by many prominent scholars who already
departed from the world and who are still living and
active in teaching. If we also include topics related
to his thoughts and practices, then I could safely say
that Mahatma Gandhi and his thoughts and practices
are one of the most written topics the world has ever
seen. To substantiate my point, if we enter “Mahatma
Gandhi” in Google search we will get altogether one
hundred sixty-seven million items of information
about him. And if we enter “Mahatma Gandhi’s
thoughts and practices” in the same search engine, we
will get altogether twenty-five million two hundred
thousand items. Also, congratulations to all Indian
friends, for the father of India is one of the most
popular human beings referred by people in different
parts of the world until today.

Bearing this in mind and bearing in mind that
I have only about fifteen minutes here, I would like
to omit his biography and go straight into Mahatma
Gandhi’s thoughts and practices and their relevance
today from my experience in the academic world of
about twenty-three years. This experience of mine is
shaped by academic and non-academic friends from
Africa, Asia, Europe and North America.

To me, amongst others, Mahatma Gandhi’s
thoughts and practices and their relevance today is
related to all of us under two notions.

First, Mahatma Gandhi’s contribution to the
independence of India places an emphasis on self-
determination, democracy and secularism. Here,
we must think and rethink how Gandhi has made
the word “colonialism” unthinkable today. This
goes in line with the phrase in the United Nations
Charter which states “the principle of equal rights
and self-determination of peoples”. This is also why

in the early day of the UN self-determination was
one of the prime themes the UN was occupied with.
Mahatma Gandhi’s self-determination concept was
highly sophisticated. He argued under the concept
of Hind Swaraj and Swadeshi that India cannot be
free by replacing the British government with the
Indian government alone. He discussed in length on
morality governing all the individual Indians. To him,
self-determination was about each one of us governing
ourselves in moral conduct in relation to others. This
is why he was also called by some as enlightened
anarchist. The Great Soul believed in democracy, for
he once said “I understand democracy as something
that gives the weak the same chance as the strong.”
But Gandhi’s democracy is more than election.
For him, democracy is about political power and
“...political power is not an end but one of the means
of enabling people to better their condition in every
department of life.” He also supported secularism
believing that people can be religious but the state has
to be secular. More literatures have now shown that
the Great Soul was not religious but rather spiritual.
To elaborate, in this context when one is spiritual,
one takes into consideration of all human beings with
different religious and ethnic backgrounds. At the
same time, religions must be put to litmus test. What
he meant was nothing should be accepted as beliefs
until it is put to litmus test and becomes clear that it
makes no harms to the peaceful coexistence among
human beings of different backgrounds. To him
being spiritual means that we think beyond our beliefs
and embrace everyone as Gandhi once said “I am a
Muslim and a Hindu and a Christian and a Jew and
so are all of you.”

Second, his contribution to the understanding
of non-violence is exceptional and ahead of time and
relevant to all of us here today. We usually think of
violence in term of physical or verbal violence. The
Mahatma was very clear about both types of violence
and he advocated the means to eliminate both types of
violence. What is sophisticated about his concept of
non-violence was that he saw “poverty to be the worst
form of violence” which is a phenomenon that mainly
plagues the population in the developing countries. If
we think and rethink about this statement by Gandhi
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that says “poverty is the worst form of violence”,
we will able to see that poverty not only harm the
individuals who are poor but also trigger some to
commit wrongdoings against others. To Gandhi, life
is about interdependence. We depend on each other. If
our human fellows are happy and we are happy, then
there is a high proclivity that we will exist with each
other peacefully. Gandhi was also against violence
to the nature. His famous statement was “nature has
enough to satisfy everyone’s need, but not to satisfy
anybody’s greed.” The environmental problems we
are facing today is quite a challenge.

These are the two notions how Mahatma
Gandhi’s thoughts and practices are relevant to the
experience of our international academic network.
We have been working with each other on a number
of issues related to democracy and peaceful
coexistence. Even though there is no single course
on Mahatma Gandhi in many universities, his name,
his thoughts and practices are mentioned virtually
everywhere. In the discipline of International Relations,
Gandhi’s non-violence for the independence of
India has been mentioned several times in the
context of both the League of Nations and the UN. On
democracy, Gandhiasthe father of Indiaand asathinkeris
often mentioned to compare why India unlike some
countries started with democracy, making India the
world’s largest democracy today. This is definitely
a challenge to social scientists as Indian democracy
questions many democracy theories, for India started
democracy with not many pre-requisite conditions
stipulated by political theories. Gandhi’s vision of
democracy in the context of his civilizational fight
against the belief that one set of civilization should
be superior to the others gave us new meaning
to Asian value which needs not to be against universal
values. In conflict studies, the word “peace” is
mentioned along with Gandhi’s name. The dialogue
and exchange of ideas including solutions to conflicts
in different parts of the world often go hand in hand
with Gandhi’s way of empathetic dialogue, a kind
of dialogue to understand one’s need and one’s
insecurity. This is a kind of dialogue that goes against
the intention to win the other. The prime intent is to
bring about peaceful solution to conflicts. In fact, [ can
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go on and on to show more examples how Gandhi’s
thoughts and practices are relevant to all of us today.

For some students who have asked me
why there is a bust of Mahatma Gandhi at the
UNESCAP? My simple answer is this. He is relevant
to the UN. Take the Sustainable Development Goals
for example. The seventeen goals are not at all alien
to Mahatma Gandhi’s thoughts and practices. I can
elaborate to you in detail how they are compatible
to Gandhi’s thoughts and practices. What is so
important today is that we should not come here only
to commemorate International Day of Non-Violence
and then leave the UNESCAP at the end of program
to engage with our normal life as usual. We must do
more to ensure that Sustainable Development Goals
are realized. These goals are not only about our
governments and our governments will never succeed
if do not put our efforts to help achieve these goals.
To put it in Mahatma Gandhi’s term: “it requires
change of heart.”

Also, we may not feel positive about many
things, but we should always think that we only have
one Earth. We are in this together.

May Gandhi’s thoughts and practices continue
to enshrine the world and may we all embrace

“Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam”
a Sanskrit phrase which means

I wish to express my sincere gratitude to the
organizers for allowing me to say something about
the Great Soul whose thoughts and practices are so
relevant to all of us today.

Thank you!
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(Courtesy: https://shorturl.at/djpLP)
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