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ABSTRACT 

Gandhi's philosophy of nonviolence, or ahimsa, was central to his approach to conflict resolution. He saw nonviolence as a way of 
being a harmonious way of thinking, feeling, and acting that rejects exploitation and violence. His concept of satyagraha, or ‘holding 
firmly to truth’ involved nonviolent resistance to injustice through methods like noncooperation and civil disobedience. Gandhi 
believed reason and conscience could persuade opponents to change, making violence unnecessary. However, some argue Gandhi's 
nonviolence had limits, he allowed violence in certain cases and recognized reason alone was insufficient for social transformation. 
While Gandhi's nonviolence had a profound impact, a critical analysis reveals tensions and ambiguities in his philosophy. 
Examining these complexities can shed light on the challenges and potential of nonviolent conflict resolution today. This paper will 
try to analyse the Gandhi’s idea of non-violence. The views of various modern historians about Gandhi’s idea of non-violence will 
also be looked in. Apart from the impact, one of the important aspects of this paper is to do critical analysis of his idea of non-violence.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, also known as Mahatma 

Gandhi, was a prominent Indian political and spiritual leader 

who played a pivotal role in India's struggle for independence 

from British rule. Born in 1869, Gandhi dedicated his life to the 

principles of non-violence (ahimsa) and truth (satya), which he 

termed as ‘satyagraha’. Gandhi's philosophy of non-violence 

was rooted in the ancient Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist traditions, 

which emphasized the importance of non-injury (ahimsa) and 

truth (satya). However, Gandhi gave these concepts a new 

dimension by applying them to the social and political spheres. 

He believed that non-violence was not just the absence of 

physical violence but also a positive force of love and truth. 

 

The core of Gandhi's non-violent philosophy was satyagraha, 

which literally means ‘truth force’. Satyagraha involved using 

non-violent resistance and moral force to fight injustice and 

oppression. Gandhi applied satyagraha in his campaigns against 

British rule in India, such as the Salt March, as well as in other 

social causes like the abolition of untouchability. Gandhi saw 

non-violence as more than just a tactic; it was a way of life 

(Bondurant, 1988). He believed that man is essentially a violent 

being but can gradually become non-violent if he desires. 

Gandhi recognized that man is a conditional being and is 

subject to the determination of the physical world. For him, the 

ultimate end in man's life is realizing the Absolute (Erikson, 

1969). 

 

Gandhi's non-violent approach inspired leaders like Martin 

Luther King Jr. in their own struggles for civil rights and social 

justice. He believed that non-violence was a universal principle 

that could be applied by anyone, not just the weak. Gandhi's 

philosophy of non-violence aimed to change the very character 

of every individual in society, where he lived. One who merely 

refrains from violence can be regarded as non-violent in the 

negative sense. The very use of words like ahimsa and 

nonviolence with negative prefixes like ‘a’ and ‘non’ indicates 

that they are not positive concepts but only counter-concepts. 

Gandhi firmly believed that nonviolence was not only a moral 

choice but also a practical and effective strategy for social and 

political transformation (Guha, 2000).  

 

Gandhi's life and principles have had a profound and lasting 

impact on the world. His leadership during India's fight for 

independence, combined with his unwavering commitment to 

nonviolence, advocacy for social justice, and dedication to 

equality, as well as his personal philosophy of simplicity and 

self-sufficiency, collectively contribute to his lasting legacy. 

Gandhi's legacy serves as a beacon of hope and a source of 

inspiration for those who seek to bring about positive change in 

the face of oppression and injustice (Dalton, 1993). His life and 

teachings serve as a reminder that, even in the face of immense 

challenges, the principles of nonviolence and the pursuit of 

justice hold the potential for profound societal transformations. 

Mahatma Gandhi's enduring legacy stands as a testament to the 

indomitable power of the human spirit (Ibid). 

 

2. GANDHI'S CONCEPT OF NON-VIOLENCE 

(AHIMSA) 
In Gandhi's view, the ultimate end of man's life was realizing 

the Absolute. Non-violence was a means to this spiritual end, 

as it helped purify the individual and bring them closer to the 

divine (Nagler, 2004). He recognized that man is a conditional 

being subject to the physical world, but believed that through 

non-violent discipline, one could gradually overcome these 

limitations and achieve inner peace and harmony. Gandhi 

firmly believed that non-violence was not just a moral choice, 

but also a practical and effective strategy for social and political 

transformation. He saw it as a universal principle that could be 

applied by anyone, not just the weak (Mantena, 

2012).However, Gandhi emphasized that practicing ahimsa 

required great inner strength and discipline, like that of a 
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soldier. It was not easy and demanded constant vigilance. 

Without the cooperation of mind, body and speech, outward 

non-violence would be mere hypocrisy (Iyer, 1973). 

 

The core of Gandhi's non-violent philosophy was satyagraha, 

which literally means ‘truth force’. Satyagraha involved using 

non-violent resistance and moral force to fight injustice and 

oppression. Gandhi applied satyagraha in his campaigns against 

British rule in India, such as the Salt March, as well as in other 

social causes like the abolition of untouchability. Gandhi 

believed that satyagraha was a more powerful weapon than 

violence (Parekh, 1997). He argued that "nothing enduring can 

be built upon violence" and that the results of non-violent 

methods, though slow, were durable and long-lasting. Violence, 

in contrast, only bred more violence and hatred in the long run 

(Parekh, 2001). 

 

Gandhi put his philosophy of non-violence into practice 

through various campaigns and movements. His non-violent 

approach inspired leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. in their 

own struggles for civil rights and social justice. One of Gandhi's 

most famous acts of non-violent civil disobedience was the Salt 

March in 1930 (Nanda, 1958). In response to the British salt 

monopoly, Gandhi led a 240-mile march to the sea to make salt, 

defying British law. The march sparked a nationwide campaign 

of non-cooperation against British rule. Gandhi also led the 

Quit India movement in 1942, calling for Indian independence 

from British rule. Despite facing severe repression, Gandhi 

responded with steadfast non-violence, refusing to retaliate 

even when provoked (Orwell, 1946). 

Gandhi's life and principles have had a profound and lasting 

impact on the world. His leadership during India's fight for 

independence, combined with his unwavering commitment to 

non-violence, advocacy for social justice, and dedication to 

equality, collectively contribute to his enduring legacy. 

Gandhi's non-violent approach has inspired countless 

individuals and movements worldwide in their struggles against 

oppression and injustice. Leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., 

Nelson Mandela, and Cesar Chavez all drew inspiration from 

Gandhi's philosophy and tactics of non-violent resistance. 

Today, Gandhi's message of non-violence, truth, and justice 

continues to resonate globally (Nussbaum, 2003). His life and 

teachings serve as a beacon of hope and a reminder that, even 

in the face of immense challenges, the principles of non-

violence and the pursuit of justice hold the potential for 

profound societal transformations. Mahatma Gandhi's enduring 

legacy stands as a testament to the indomitable power of the 

human spirit (Ramesh, 2005). 

 

3. SATYAGRAHA: THE CORE OF GANDHI'S 

NON-VIOLENT PHILOSOPHY 
Satyagraha, which literally means ‘truth force’, was the core of 

Mahatma Gandhi's non-violent philosophy. Developed during 

his time in South Africa, Gandhi applied satyagraha as a 

method of non-violent resistance to fight injustice and 

oppression. It involved using moral force and non-violent civil 

disobedience to achieve political and social change (Jayaram, 

2000).  The concept of satyagraha was influenced by Gandhi's 

study of Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, and other religious 

and philosophical traditions that emphasized non-violence. He 

was particularly inspired by the Bhagavad Gita's teachings on 

non-attachment and the importance of fighting against injustice 

(Guha, 2002). Gandhi also drew from the writings of thinkers 

like Henry David Thoreau, who advocated civil disobedience, 

and Leo Tolstoy, who promoted non-violence and non-

resistance. However, Gandhi gave these ideas a new dimension 

by applying them to the social and political struggles of his time 

(Guha, 2000). 

 

3.1 Satyagraha was based on several key principles 

At the heart of satyagraha was the belief in satya (truth) and 

ahimsa (non-violence). Gandhi saw truth as the ultimate reality 

and non-violence as the most powerful force for positive 

change. Satyagraha involved non-cooperation with unjust laws 

and systems. This could take the form of strikes, boycotts, civil 

disobedience, and other non-violent actions to withdraw 

support from oppressive authorities. Satyagraha required a 

willingness to suffer and accept punishment for disobeying 

unjust laws. Gandhi believed that this suffering, combined with 

non-violence, had the power to transform the hearts and minds 

of the oppressors (Ramesh, 2005). 

 

By appealing to the conscience of the oppressors through moral 

pressure and non-violent resistance, satyagraha aimed to bring 

about a change of heart and a recognition of the justice of the 

cause. Alongside non-cooperation, Gandhi emphasized the 

importance of a ‘constructive program’ to build the foundations 

of a just society (Parekh, 2001). This included initiatives like 

promoting khadi (homespun cloth), abolishing untouchability, 

and empowering the poor and marginalized. Gandhi put the 

principles of satyagraha into practice in numerous campaigns 

throughout his life. Gandhi led a non-violent protest against the 

oppressive policies of British indigo planters in Champaran, 

Bihar, which led to significant reforms. This nationwide 

campaign involved the withdrawal of Indians from British 

institutions and the boycott of British goods in response to the 

Rowlatt Acts and the Jallianwala Bagh massacre (Sharp, 1973). 

The Civil Disobedience Movement (1930-1931): Gandhi 

launched the famous Dandi March to protest the salt tax, 

leading to widespread civil disobedience and the arrest of 

thousands of Indians. During World War II, Gandhi called for 

the British to leave India, leading to a massive civil 

disobedience campaign that was met with severe repression by 

the colonial authorities (Todd, 2000). Satyagraha had a 

profound impact on the Indian independence movement and 

inspired countless individuals and movements around the 

world. Gandhi's non-violent approach demonstrated the power 

of moral force and the transformative potential of suffering for 

a just cause. Leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson 

Mandela, and Cesar Chavez all drew inspiration from Gandhi's 

philosophy of satyagraha in their own struggles for civil rights 

and social justice. Gandhi's legacy continues to inspire people 

to fight oppression and work for a more just and peaceful world 

through non-violent means (Roberts, 2014).  

However, Gandhi's philosophy of non-violence was not without 

its critics. Some argued that it was a weak and ineffective 

strategy, while others questioned its practicality in the face of 

extreme violence and oppression. Gandhi himself 
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acknowledged the challenges and limitations of satyagraha, but 

remained steadfast in his belief in its moral and practical power. 

In short, satyagraha was the core of Gandhi's non-violent 

philosophy, a method of fighting injustice through moral force, 

non-cooperation, and a willingness to suffer. Its principles and 

tactics continue to shape movements for social change around 

the world, serving as a testament to the enduring power of non-

violence in the face of adversity (Brown, 1989). 

 

4. NON-VIOLENCE IN PRACTICE: GANDHI'S 

SATYAGRAHA 
Mahatma Gandhi's philosophy of non-violence, or ahimsa, was 

not merely a moral or ethical stance - it was a practical strategy 

for social and political change that he termed ‘satyagraha’. 

Satyagraha, which means ‘truth force’ or ‘soul force’ was the 

core of Gandhi's non-violent approach and was put into practice 

through various campaigns and movements throughout his life 

(Chaudhuri, 1987). The concept of satyagraha was developed 

by Gandhi during his time in South Africa, where he faced 

racial discrimination and sought non-violent ways to fight 

injustice. Gandhi was influenced by a range of philosophical 

and religious traditions, including Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Christianity, and the writings of thinkers like Henry David 

Thoreau and Leo Tolstoy (Ibid). 

 

Gandhi put the principles of satyagraha into practice in 

numerous campaigns and movements throughout his life. 

Gandhi led a non-violent protest against the oppressive policies 

of British indigo planters in Champaran, Bihar, which led to 

significant reforms. This nationwide campaign involved the 

withdrawal of Indians from British institutions and the boycott 

of British goods in response to the Rowlatt Acts and the 

Jallianwala Bagh massacre. Gandhi launched the famous Dandi 

March to protest the salt tax, leading to widespread civil 

disobedience and the arrest of thousands of Indians. During 

World War II, Gandhi called for the British to leave India, 

leading to a massive civil disobedience campaign that was met 

with severe repression by the colonial authorities. In each of 

these campaigns, Gandhi and his followers employed a range 

of non-violent tactics, including strikes, boycotts, marches, and 

acts of civil disobedience. They faced violence and repression 

from the authorities but responded with steadfast non-violence, 

a willingness to suffer, and an unwavering commitment to their 

cause (Tuchman, 1982).  

 

5. A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF GANDHI'S IDEA 

OF NON-VIOLENCE 
Mahatma Gandhi's philosophy of non-violence, or ahimsa, was 

a central tenet of his approach to social and political change. 

Gandhi viewed non-violence as more than just a moral stance - 

it was a practical strategy for achieving his goals through what 

he termed ‘satyagraha’ or ‘truth force’ (Dalton, 1993). 

However, Gandhi's idea of non-violence has been the subject of 

much debate and analysis by modern historians and scholars. 

At the core of Gandhi's non-violence was his belief in the 

inseparability of truth (satya) and non-violence (ahimsa). He 

saw these as two sides of the same coin, with truth being the 

ultimate reality and non-violence the means to realize it. Gandhi 

was influenced by Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist traditions that 

emphasized the principle of non-injury, as well as the writings 

of thinkers like Thoreau and Tolstoy on civil disobedience and 

non-resistance (Erikson, 1969). 

 

Orwell believed that Gandhi's emphasis on non-violence was 

impractical and that it failed to address the underlying structural 

inequalities and power imbalances that perpetuated oppression. 

He saw Gandhi's approach as a way for the weak to avoid 

confronting the violence of the strong, rather than a genuine 

solution to the problems faced by the Indian people (Bard, 

2005). Another critique comes from those who question the 

universality of Gandhi's non-violence. Some argue that it was a 

uniquely Indian approach, rooted in the country's cultural and 

religious traditions, and that it may not be applicable or 

effective in all contexts. They point to the fact that Gandhi's 

non-violent campaigns were often met with brutal repression by 

the colonial authorities, suggesting that non-violence alone may 

not be sufficient to overcome entrenched power structures 

(Bard, 2001).  

 

Gandhi himself acknowledged the limitations and challenges of 

non-violence. He recognized that it required immense 

discipline, courage, and self-sacrifice, and that it was not a 

panacea for all social and political problems. Gandhi was aware 

that non-violence could not always prevent violence from being 

used against the non-violent, and that it might not always lead 

to the desired outcomes. Moreover, some have argued that 

Gandhi's non-violence was too passive and that it failed to 

address the root causes of oppression and inequality. They 

contend that while non-violence may be effective in certain 

situations, it is not enough to bring about the transformative 

change that Gandhi sought (Iyer, 1973).  

 

6. IMPACT OF GANDHI'S NON-VIOLENCE ON 

MODERN INDIA 
Mahatma Gandhi's philosophy of non-violence (ahimsa) and 

non-violent resistance (satyagraha) had a profound and lasting 

impact on the Indian independence movement and the shaping 

of modern India. Gandhi's ideas not only helped India achieve 

freedom from British rule, but also influenced the country's 

approach to social and political issues in the decades following 

independence (Nanda, 1958).  

 

The principles of non-violence and non-discrimination 

enshrined in Gandhi's philosophy found their way into the 

Indian Constitution. The Preamble to the Constitution affirms 

the nation's commitment to “justice, social, economic and 

political” and “fraternity assuring the dignity of the individual 

and the unity and integrity of the Nation” (Roberts, 2014). The 

Constitution also outlaws “untouchability” and its practice in 

any form, reflecting Gandhi's lifelong crusade against caste 

discrimination and his vision of a just and egalitarian society. 

Gandhi's non-violence had a significant impact on India's 

foreign policy in the post-independence era (Shanker, 1999). 

India's first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, was deeply 

influenced by Gandhi's ideas and sought to promote non-

violence and peaceful coexistence in international relations. 

India's policy of non-alignment, which aimed to maintain 

equidistance from the Cold War superpowers, was rooted in 
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Gandhi's philosophy of non-violence and opposition to military 

alliances. India also played a leading role in the Non-Aligned 

Movement, which sought to promote world peace and 

development (Spiro, 2002).  

 

Gandhi's non-violent methods have inspired numerous social 

movements in India and around the world. The Chipko 

movement, which sought to protect forests from commercial 

exploitation, drew inspiration from Gandhi's satyagraha. The 

anti-liquor movement in Gujarat and the anti-corruption 

movement led by Anna Hazare also employed non-violent 

tactics reminiscent of Gandhi's approach. These movements 

have used non-violence as a powerful tool to challenge 

entrenched power structures and bring about social change. 

They have also kept alive the spirit of Gandhi's non-violence in 

contemporary India (Tuchman, 1982).  

 

7. CONCLUSION 
Mahatma Gandhi's philosophy of non-violence (ahimsa) and 

non-violent resistance (satyagraha) has left an indelible mark 

on the world. Though he was not the first to advocate for non-

violence, Gandhi's unwavering commitment to this principle 

and his ability to put it into practice on a mass scale, make him 

a towering figure in the history of non-violent social and 

political movements. At the core of Gandhi's non-violence was 

his belief in the inseparability of truth (satya) and non-violence. 

He saw these as the twin pillars that could bring about 

transformative change, not just for India's independence, but for 

the betterment of all humanity. Gandhi's non-violence was not 

merely a moral stance, but a practical strategy for fighting 

injustice and oppression. Through campaigns like the Salt 

March and the Quit India movement, Gandhi demonstrated the 

power of non-violent civil disobedience to challenge the might 

of the British Empire. His ability to unite diverse groups of 

Indians in a shared struggle, transcending barriers of caste, 

class, and religion, was a testament to the unifying force of non-

violence. 

 

Despite these critiques, Gandhi's idea of non-violence remains 

a powerful and influential concept that has inspired countless 

individuals and movements around the world. His commitment 

to truth, moral force, and the transformation of the individual 

and society continues to resonate with those seeking to create a 

more just and peaceful world. However, as with any complex 

philosophical and political idea, Gandhi's non-violence must be 

critically examined and understood within its historical and 

cultural context. While his approach may not be a universal 

panacea, it remains a valuable and thought-provoking 

contribution to the ongoing struggle for human rights, social 

justice, and the peaceful resolution of conflicts  

 

Notwithstanding these criticisms, Gandhi's philosophy of non-

violence remains a powerful and influential idea in India and 

beyond. It has shaped the country's approach to social and 

political issues, inspired countless individuals and movements, 

and left an indelible mark on the Indian psyche. As India 

grapples with new challenges in the 21st century, the principles 

of non-violence, unity, and social justice enshrined in Gandhi's 

thought continue to provide a guiding light for the nation. While 

the path to realizing Gandhi's vision may be long and arduous, 

his ideas remain a beacon of hope for those who believe in the 

transformative power of non-violence  
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