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Re-visiting Gandhi and Savarkar

Rajaram Tolpadi
rtolpadi@gmail.com

Nithyananda B Shetty
nbshetty73@gmail.com

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi and Vinayak Damodar Savarkar are the most
remarkable figures in the ideological history of modern India. Gandhi is remembered
for the moral leadership that he provided in India’s historic non-violent struggle
against British colonialism. Savarkar is acknowledged for laying down the doctrinal
foundation of Hindu Nationalism in India. At the very outset, the two leaders seem to
occupy the opposite ends of the ideological spectrum of Indian politics. However,
closer scrutiny of their ideas and pursuits brings forth certain revealing similarities
between the two.

Against this background, the present paper wishes to revisit the quintessential
ideas of Gandhi and Savarkar and juxtapose them. Such a juxtaposition, it is hoped,
would evolve a new perspective of their ideas without undermining the fundamental
ideological difference that exists between the two.

Gandhi’s central text, ‘Hind swaraj’* written in a transnational space during
1908 and Savarkar’s seminal work ‘Hindutva: who is a Hindu’? > a prime theoretical
statement of Cultural Nationalism in India published in 1924, constitute major points
of reference for this paper on the basis of which it engages with Gandhi and Savarkar
on four core aspects of their thought.

1. The idea of Civilization
2. Approach to the questions of Nation and Nationalism

3. Attitude towards History

1. AnthonyJ Parel : 1997
2. V.D Savarkar:1928
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4. Reflections on Religion
1. The idea of civilization in Gandhi and Savarkar

The idea of civilization is central, both to Gandhi and Savarkar. Both of them
foster their respective political philosophies on the basis of a vibrant idea of Indian or
Hindu civilization. Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj, for instance, is based primarily on a
critique of what he calls as the materialist civilization of the modern West. Indian
civilization appears in Gandhi as a spiritual and moral alternative to the modern
civilization and the brazen materialism that it represents. Indian civilization, for
Gandhi, is the moral other of Modern Civilization, representing the aspirations of
freedom, self-respect, and dignity of all those societies subjected and subjugated by
the ideological designs of Modern Civilization.

Gandhi’s critique of Modern Civilization, finally, resulted in the envisioning of a
philosophically profound idea of Swaraj. Swaraj or Hind Swaraj as he calls it is a
critical utopia representing the freedom of all from the slavery of materialism and
machinery of modern civilization. Although, Hind Swaraj is anchored in Indian
society or civilization, it was not meant to be merely Indian. Gandhi has made it very
clear several times (reiterated persistently that?), both in Hind Swaraj and elsewhere
that India’s struggle against British Rule would invariably include the liberation of
all including the British as well.

In other words, Swaraj was a global agenda for Gandhi cutting across
communities, societies, regions, and Nations, a borderless idea of the world
signifying the emancipation of all or Sarvodaya. Needless to say, Gandhi’s Swaraj is
a philosophical journey of the self in its constant experiment with truth and hence,
Satya, Satyagraha, Ahimsa, and Sarvodaya are the organic components of his idea of
Swaraj.

Savarkar, on the other hand, anchored his political philosophy on a clearly
conceived idea of Hindu civilization and a lucidly articulated idea of Hindu identity.
To him, Hindu civilization represents a way of life of a large community of people,
and includes the norms and principles pursued by them. It is a civilization that has a

Toxbed-7, BowsE—17-18-19 (xISO-RDB0wT*:2019)
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long and illustrious history, a clearly laid down geographic location, and a well-
defined idea of citizenship. According to Savarkar, Hindu Civilization spreads
around the banks of seven rivers (Saptha Sindhu), from river Sindhu to Hindu ocean.
In other words, Savarkar constructs an idea of a civilizational Nation deeply
embedded in the conceptions of history, geography, and community.

Savarkar held that Hindutva is the essence of Hindu civilization. It not only
represented the dense memory and intense history of an entire civilizational
population but also reflected their long-held aspirations, pursuits, and achievements.
In this context, Savarkar made an important theoretical distinction between Hinduism
and Hindutva. To him, the former represented a sectorally divided religious idea,
while, the latter represented a larger cultural vision transcending the parochial
divisions of caste, sect, and faith.

In consequence, Savarkar’s civilizational idea of India was founded
theoretically on a non-sectarian cultural idea of Hindutva that needed to be counter
posed to an equally vibrant cultural idea of India represented by Gandhi in Hind
Swaraj.

Gandhi’s Swaraj and Savarkar’s Nation:

The profound philosophical difference that exists between Gandhi’s
understanding of Indian civilization and Savarkar’s Hermeneutics of Hindu
civilization gets reflected in their contrasting political imaginations of Hind Swaraj
and Hindu Rastra. Although, deeply anchored in the spiritual strength of Indian
civilization, Hind Swaraj symbolizes a larger human aspiration for freedom and
dignity. It transcends not only the geographical limits of the Modern Nation-state,
but also, entails a subsumed critique of the ideology of Nationalism.

A closer reading of the vast universe of Gandhi’s writings does not, however,
suggest any direct negation either of the idea of the Nation or the ideology of
Nationalism. Yet, Swaraj, in its quintessential meaning and implication, undermines
everything that the modern Nation-state represents. Swaraj theoretically stands for
the ideas of self-reliance, self-realization, and Sarvodaya and counter poses the ideas

Toxbed-7, BowE—17-18-19 (&SSO-RDZ0wT*:2019)
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and structures of power, domination, centralization, control, and coercion that the
nation-state upholds.

Swaraj, then in Gandhi is a universal idea of the self and the world articulated
in and through the specificities of cultures and communities. It is a philosophical and
political imagination of Sarvodaya premised on a dynamic and experimental idea of
truth pursued through the moral praxis of satyagraha.

Noticeably, the intellectual sources that influenced Gandhi’s political vision
are distinctly different from those that influenced a large number of his contemporary
Indians. Gandhi seems to have pleasantly escaped the dominant impact of the
streams of liberal thought, despite his education and training in law in England.
Gandhi initially in England and later in South Africa was introduced to a variety of
thinkers and traditions representing a great deal of spiritual, religious, and moral
moorings. Particularly, in South Africa, he took a lot of interest in Christian thought
and was to eventually be influenced by thinkers such as Carlyle, Ruskin, Tolstoy,
and others who represented divergent and radical traditions of Christianity. Hence,
Gandhi’s political vision appears a curious synthesis of Western, Non-Western, and
Indian traditions of ethics, spirituality and religion. The fact that Gandhi’s political
philosophy of Swaraj was not greatly shaped by liberalism and that he was attracted
more towards less illustrious non-liberal traditions of spiritual and moral thought has
far-reaching theoretical implications on the agenda of normative politics in India.

Savarkar, on the other hand, envisions, through his powerful interpretation of
Hindu civilization, a formidable idea of Hindu Rastra exhibiting all the characteristic
features of a Modern Nation-state. The Nation of Hindu Rastra is deeply embedded
in a vibrant idea of culture, firmly rooted in an intense historical memory and clearly
located in a specific Geographic territory. To Savarkar, the nonsectarian idea of
Hindutva is the cultural substance of Hindu Rastra, an uninterrupted civilizational
memory of valor and sacrifice constituting its history, and finally, the spaces around
the banks of Sapta Sindhu happen to be Hindu Rastra’s geographic location.

Who are the citizens of Hindu Rastra? Savarkar has an unambiguous response
to the question. According to him all those communities of people residing on the

Toxbed-7, BowsE—17-18-19 (xISO-RDB0wT*:2019)
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banks of Sapta Sindhu belonging to diverse traditions, religions, sects and faiths are
the legitimate citizens of Hindu Rastra on the condition that they consider their land
not only as ‘Matru Bhoomi’ (Motherland) or ‘Pitru Bhoomi’ (fatherland) but more
importantly as ‘ Punya Bhoomi’ (Holy land). Hence, the conception of citizenship in
Savarkar’s Hindu Rastra, strictly speaking, is not dependent upon any sectarian or
religious association or identity. Instead, it is determined primarily on an unequivocal
commitment of the citizens towards an abstract sentiment of Punya Bhoomi.

Evidently, Savarkar’s vision of an infallible Hindu Rastra appears to be a
replica of the European idea of the Nation-state. The history of the formation of
Nation-states in Europe and the processes of Italian and German unification seems to
have influenced Savarkar immensely in envisioning the idea of Hindu Rastra.
Jyotirmaya Sharma in his probing book on Hindutva observes that the impact of the
writings of Joseph Mazzini on Savarkar was so vital that it prompted him to edit two
volumes on Mazzini in Marathi. ?

Interestingly, Savarkar was not influenced by the then theoretically prominent
streams of political thought in Europe. Instead, he was captivated by theoretically
less illustrious but ideologically more powerful streams of political thought and
action.

Contesting Perspectives on History

In the course of envisioning their distinctive political imaginations of Hind
Swaraj and Hindu Rastra, both Gandhi and Savarkar embarked upon the task of
anchoring their political ideals in a historical trajectory. While doing so, they found
each other in opposite ends of the ideological spectrum. Due to a vast difference in
their perspectives on the idea of history, Gandhi and Savarkar ended up providing
two hugely different historical narratives on India.

Strictly speaking, Gandhi’s narrative on Swaraj was far from being historical.
He did not exhibit any great faith in the idea of history. Nor at any point in time, did
he accept the authority or supremacy of history. Instead, Gandhi consistently tried to

3. Jyotirmaya Sharma: 2003
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counterpose mythology to history and arrived at very different inferences. In other
words, a close look at Gandhi’s attitude towards history suggests that he was deeply
suspicious of the epistemic foundations of history as a specific form of knowledge of
the past.

In spite of all this, Gandhi anchors his idea of Swaraj in an imagined history
of Indian civilization, although this history represents more a remembered past than a
documented history. In this context the crucial distinction that Ashis Nandy draws
between the idea of history and the past becomes pertinent.* He argues in his
celebrated Essay ‘Histories Forgotten Doubles’ that history is a modern construct
deeply embedded in the European civilizational ethos and that innumerable societies
of the non-western world do not have the kind of history that the modern west
celebrates. Ashis Nandy points out that different societies have their own culturally
distinct ways of dealing with history or making sense of the Past.

Seen in this light, Gandhi’s attempt of rooting his idea of Swaraj in the
civilizational history of India does not appear to be an act of historicization or an
activity of historical reconstruction. Instead, it is a political endeavor in envisioning
the moral or spiritual other to the material civilization of the modern west. Indian
civilization in Gandhi is a quintessential spiritual alternative rather than a
spatiotemporal or historical other to the modern material west. In other words,
Gandhi’s attempt in recasting a historical narrative of India radically different from
western historiographical traditions could be seen as reconceptualizing the idea of
history. Gandhi did so cleverly and effectively. He did not bother much about the
methodological protocols of western historiography. Nor cared to observe its
periodization categories. A nuanced reading of Gandhi’s engagement with the history
of Indian civilization, however, suggests that he was trying to anchor his vision of
Swaraj in a radical religio-spiritual tradition of medieval India such as Bhakthi.

In contrast, Savarkar appears to be a striking instance of parading and
celebrating history. To him, history is an unblemished mirror of truth and an ultimate

4. Ashis Nandy : 1995 pp. 44-66
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destroyer of all that is false and unworthy. Savarkar’s theoretical exposition of
Hindutva as well as his historical narrative of India represents unmistakably a
commitment to the idea of history that he inherits from his education and exposure to
the western traditions of historiography.

Savarkar’s narrative of Indian history both distant and recent is a history of
heroic sacrifices and great achievements. Exceptionally illustrious historical figures
from the early periods to the present occupy prominence in his description.
Chhatrapati Shivaji is Savarkar’s greatest celebrity. Similarly, people such as Prathvi
Raj Chawan, Rana Prathap Simha, Nana Fadnavis, and a galaxy of others assume
due significance. In other words, Savarkar’s history of India is a history of valor and
pride. Finally, signifying the renaissance of a civilization and resurgence of a Nation.

Despite its grandeur and shine, Savarkar’s narrative of India appears to be a
re-enactment of European history. The impact of the history of German and Italian
unification was so heavy on Savarkar that he could not escape from it. Hence,
Savarkar’s description of India was more a mirror image of Europe captivated in the
methodological grids of its historiography.

Reflections on Religion:

A serious engagement with the ideas of Gandhi and Savarkar on religion will
bring to the fore certain remarkably significant issues. In the first place, both Gandhi
and Savarkar were deeply religious in their own distinctive sense of the term.
Secondly, both of them tied their political agenda firmly to the religious milieu of
Indian Society. Finally, their respective political discourses are full of religious
symbols and cultural metaphors.

Significantly, the idea of secularism that is based on a crucial distinction
between religion and politics is not acceptable to both Gandhi and Savarkar. Gandhi
has made it clear on several occasions that he considered religion and politics to be
as inseparable as ethics and economics, while, Savarkar did not hesitate to deploy
religious ideas, symbols, and strategies to achieve or realize his political objectives.
The inextricable relation that Gandhi and Savarkar establish between religion and
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politics make them clear outsiders to the dominant discourse on secularism based on
theoretical and strategic separation between religion and politics.

Gandhi held on to a view of religion both in the spiritual as well as
communitarian sense. Spiritually it meant to him an exploratory journey in the realm
of truth. To Gandhi, religion is also a moral principle of community life and
character building. He pursued religion in both senses intensely and vigorously.

Gandhi had no hesitation in declaring himself a Hindu and adhered to his own
distinctive brand of Hinduism both in his public and personal life. The Hinduism that
he inherited and practiced was a combination of many traditions including Islam.
Owing to his attraction towards divergent spiritual and religious traditions of
thinking, during his stay in England and South Africa, Gandhi was to evolve an
open-ended multi-religious perspective of social and political action.

Owing to the embeddedness of multi religiosity in Gandhi’s perspective of
Hinduism, B.R Nanda, an acknowledged scholar on Gandhi characterizes Gandhi as
‘Hindu of all Hindus’ representing the quintessential virtues of divergent traditions of
Hinduism.’

Savarkar too was deeply interested in issues concerning religion. However,
he did not show any belief towards any religious faith or sect and did not practice
religion in his personal life. Being an atheist and a rationalist Savarkar did not exhibit
any inclination towards spiritual pursuits or values. He considered a religion, not as a
spiritual phenomenon but a temporal principle of organizing public life. In other
words, to Savarkar, religion connotes a distinct Indian meaning. To him, Religion as
Dharma is an instrument of organizing political economy (Artha and Kama). This
sense of religion as Dharma, Artha and Kama enabled him to evolve religious
strategies to organize or reorganize public affairs. Savarkar then appears to be a
classic example of upholding an indigenous idea of religion.

5. B.R Nanda : 1994
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A few concluding remarks:

Our attempt of juxtaposing Gandhi and Savarkar has served at least three
objectives. Firstly, it tried to call attention to the fact that both Gandhi and Savarkar,
with equal intensity, engaged with issues of civilization and their civilizational quest
places them in a different class of thinkers demanding a distinct mode of intellectual
enquiry. Secondly, unlike many Indians of their time, Gandhi and Savarkar were not
carried away by liberal thought. This is a matter of immense ideological and political
significance.

Finally, the approach that Gandhi and Savarkar took towards the issues of
religion and politics has the potential to pave new ways of reconstructing the
theoretical and political agenda of secularism in India.
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