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ABSTRACT

Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy of Sarvodaya the welfare of all continues to offer moral and practical
insights for building a sustainable and equitable world. Rooted in non-violence (Ahimsa), truth (Satya),
and self-reliance (Swaraj), the concept envisions a just social order grounded in compassion,
cooperation, and ecological harmony. In an era marked by global inequality, ecological crises, and moral
decline, Gandhian Sarvodaya provides a framework for integrating ethical values with socio-economic
development. This paper explores the philosophical foundations of Sarvodaya, its social and
environmental dimensions, and its relevance to contemporary sustainability discourse. Through a critical
analysis of Gandhian thought, this study argues that Sarvodaya represents not only a moral ideal but also
a practical guide for achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
enduring wisdom of Sarvodaya reminds us that true progress lies in promoting the well-being of all
humans, communities, and nature alike.
Keywords: Gandhi, Sarvodaya, sustainability, Ahimsa, Swaraj, social justice, trusteeship, environmental
ethics, Gandhian philosophy, sustainable development.

1. INTRODUCTION

Introduction
Mahatma Gandhi’s idea of Sarvodaya, meaning “the welfare of all,” remains one of his most enduring
contributions to political and moral philosophy. Emerging from his interpretation of John Ruskin’s Unto
This Last, Gandhi reimagined Sarvodaya as a vision for social reconstruction grounded in moral and
spiritual principles (Parel, 2006). He believed that the progress of society could not be measured by
wealth or industrial output but by the well-being of the weakest and most marginalized individuals. The
concept challenges the materialist assumptions of modern civilization and proposes a model of
development based on ethical, ecological, and communal foundations. In the 21st century, marked by
rapid globalization and ecological degradation, Sarvodaya reemerges as a guiding light for societal
sustainability. It invites humanity to balance material aspirations with moral responsibility and
ecological stewardship. The Gandhian vision of Sarvodaya thus offers not merely a critique of industrial
modernity but a constructive pathway toward inclusive and sustainable living.
Philosophical Foundations of Sarvodaya
The philosophical roots of Sarvodaya lie in India’s ancient ethical traditions, particularly the principles
of Dharma, Ahimsa, and Satyagraha. Gandhi integrated these ideas into a living philosophy that bridged
spiritual consciousness and social action (Bhattacharyya, 2017). He saw truth (Satya) as the foundation
of moral life and non-violence (Ahimsa) as its practical expression. Sarvodaya, in this sense, becomes
the culmination of both individual self-realization and collective well-being. Gandhi’s concept of
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Swaraj, or self-rule, was not merely political autonomy but also self-mastery freedom from greed,
ignorance, and injustice. By connecting these ideas, Gandhi offered an integrated worldview that
combined personal ethics with social justice. This spiritual foundation distinguishes Sarvodaya from
secular models of development, emphasizing the transformation of the individual as a prerequisite for
social change. Thus, Gandhi’s Sarvodaya is not utopian idealism but a moral realism rooted in human
dignity and interdependence (Iyer, 1973).
 Sarvodaya as a Model of Social Justice
Gandhi envisioned Sarvodaya as a social order free from exploitation and domination. He rejected both
capitalism and violent revolution, proposing instead a system based on voluntary cooperation and moral
trusteeship (Parekh, 1989). The principle of trusteeship holds that wealth is not private property but a
social trust to be used for the welfare of all. This idea anticipates modern concepts of social
responsibility and equitable resource distribution. In Sarvodaya society, labor is valued not for profit but
for service, reflecting the dignity of work and interdependence of all professions. Gandhi’s critique of
economic inequality resonates strongly today as income disparities and corporate monopolies widen
globally. Social justice, in Gandhian terms, cannot be achieved through legislation alone but through
moral awakening and social empathy. Sarvodaya thus remains a radical yet humane vision of equality
rooted in love and duty rather than coercion (Nanda, 1958).
Sarvodaya and Economic Sustainability
The economic dimension of Sarvodaya is grounded in simplicity, decentralization, and self-sufficiency.
Gandhi’s model of village economy or Gram Swaraj emphasizes local production for local
consumption, ensuring that communities remain economically independent and environmentally
sustainable (Gandhi, 1945). He warned that industrial capitalism, driven by greed and competition,
would eventually destroy both human relations and nature. In contrast, the Sarvodaya economy values
small-scale industry, handicrafts, and cooperative enterprise. These principles align with the modern
sustainability agenda, which prioritizes circular economies, fair trade, and community resilience.
Gandhi’s insistence on the reduction of wants and ethical consumption also anticipates contemporary
minimalist and degrowth movements. By integrating moral values into economics, Sarvodaya provides
an alternative to exploitative global capitalism, envisioning an economy that serves humanity rather than
enslaving it (Kumarappa, 1941).
Sarvodaya and Political Decentralization
Political sustainability, according to Gandhi, requires power to flow from the bottom up. His vision of
Gram Swaraj village self-governance embodied participatory democracy long before it became a global
norm. Each village, in Gandhi’s view, should be a self-reliant republic, managing its affairs through
collective decision-making (Gandhi, 1958). This decentralization of power fosters accountability, equity,
and social cohesion. In contemporary governance debates, the Gandhian model resonates with the
principles of subsidiarity and community empowerment embedded in the United Nations’ local
governance frameworks. Sarvodaya thus advocates for a political order that nurtures autonomy while
maintaining interdependence. It challenges the bureaucratic and hierarchical structures of modern states
by emphasizing moral authority over coercive power (Dalton, 1993).
Environmental Dimensions of Sarvodaya
Perhaps the most striking modern relevance of Sarvodaya lies in its ecological dimension. Gandhi’s
ethical relationship with nature stemmed from his belief in the unity of all life. He argued that
overconsumption and greed violate both moral and ecological laws (Gandhi, 1948). Sarvodaya calls for
harmony between human needs and environmental balance, echoing the contemporary concept of
sustainable development. His idea that “Earth provides enough to satisfy every man’s need, but not
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every man’s greed” (Gandhi, 1948) encapsulates the essence of ecological ethics. In today’s context of
climate crisis, resource depletion, and biodiversity loss, Gandhian simplicity offers a sustainable
alternative to consumerist culture. By advocating for restraint, localism, and ecological stewardship,
Sarvodaya provides a moral foundation for modern environmental movements and climate justice
campaigns.
 Education and Human Development
For Gandhi, education was the key to building a Sarvodaya society. He introduced the Nai Talim or
Basic Education scheme, integrating intellectual, manual, and moral training (Gandhi, 1937). Education,
in his view, should nurture self-reliant, socially conscious individuals who contribute to collective
welfare. This holistic approach anticipates the current emphasis on value-based and experiential
learning. Modern education systems often prioritize competition and economic productivity, neglecting
moral and civic responsibility. Gandhian education, by contrast, fosters empathy, discipline, and
ecological awareness qualities essential for sustainable citizenship. By combining learning with
productive work, Nai Talim also promotes dignity of labor and economic independence. Thus, education
becomes an instrument of both personal and societal transformation (Prabhu & Rao, 1967).
Sarvodaya and Peacebuilding
The principle of Ahimsa makes Sarvodaya a philosophy of peace as well as justice. Gandhi viewed
violence as a symptom of fear, greed, and ignorance, which could only be overcome through moral
courage and non-violent action (Bondurant, 1958). In today’s world of wars, terrorism, and social
unrest, Sarvodaya’s peace ethic has gained renewed relevance. The idea of non-violent resistance, or
Satyagraha, has inspired countless movements from Martin Luther King Jr.’s civil rights struggle to
Nelson Mandela’s anti-apartheid campaign. Peacebuilding in the Sarvodaya sense involves transforming
social structures that breed injustice and alienation. It emphasizes reconciliation, dialogue, and the moral
power of truth. In global sustainability discourse, peace is increasingly recognized as both a prerequisite
and outcome of sustainable development (United Nations, 2015).
Gender Equality and Sarvodaya
Gandhi’s vision of Sarvodaya also encompassed gender justice. He believed that women were the moral
guardians of society and must participate equally in all spheres of life (Gandhi, 1929). He opposed
patriarchal norms that restricted women’s education and autonomy, advocating instead for
empowerment through service, self-reliance, and leadership. Sarvodaya thus envisions a gender-
balanced social order rooted in equality and mutual respect. Modern feminist thinkers have found
resonance between Gandhian ethics and ecofeminism, both emphasizing care, cooperation, and non-
violence as moral virtues (Devika, 2006). By integrating gender sensitivity into social and environmental
concerns, Sarvodaya supports the Sustainable Development Goals of gender equality and inclusive
growth.
Globalization and the Gandhian Response
In the era of globalization, Gandhi’s critique of industrial modernity becomes even more urgent. He
foresaw that unrestrained industrialization would lead to exploitation, alienation, and ecological collapse
(Gandhi, 1945). While globalization has increased connectivity, it has also deepened inequality and
cultural homogenization. The Sarvodaya model, emphasizing self-reliant communities and moral
economics, offers a corrective to these excesses. It encourages global cooperation without erasing local
identities and promotes economic systems that serve people rather than markets. In this sense, Gandhi’s
thought anticipates contemporary calls for “glocalization” and ethical globalization balancing global
responsibility with local autonomy (Parel, 2006).
Sarvodaya and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
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The United Nations’ SDGs reflect many of the ethical principles Gandhi articulated a century ago
ending poverty, promoting peace, gender equality, and environmental care (United Nations, 2015).
Sarvodaya’s emphasis on holistic well-being aligns directly with the integrated nature of the SDGs. Its
focus on local economies, education, and moral leadership provides practical pathways to achieving
these goals. Gandhian principles can enrich global sustainability frameworks by embedding ethical
consciousness into policy and practice. Rather than treating sustainability as a technical challenge,
Sarvodaya views it as a moral duty toward all forms of life. This ethical integration ensures that human
progress remains harmonious with planetary limits.
Conclusion
Gandhi’s philosophy of Sarvodaya continues to illuminate the path toward societal sustainability. It
offers a vision that transcends political ideologies, uniting economics, ethics, and ecology into a single
moral framework. In a world struggling with climate change, inequality, and moral disorientation,
Sarvodaya serves as a reminder that true progress lies not in accumulation but in service, compassion,
and balance. Its call for the welfare of all from the last person to the entire planet embodies the spirit of
sustainable living. Reinterpreting Gandhian Sarvodaya in the light of contemporary challenges can help
societies rediscover the moral and ecological foundations of collective survival. As Gandhi envisioned,
the future of humanity depends on our ability to realize that the good of each is bound to the good of all.
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