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4.1 INTRODUCTION

Modernity is a complex phenomenon, with a layered history of meanings. Its exact origin
in time and space remains a matter of controversy, but is generally acknowledged as
evident in the 17th century Europe. At the time it was confined, innocuously enough, to
a small group of philosophers-cum-scientists, who remained, on the whole, circumspect in
their presentations and public statements in view of the paranoia of the Church with
regard to innovative thought. Three names associated with certain momentous revolutions
in scientific and philosophical attitudes, Descartes, Bacon and Newton, have become
symbolic of the new approach to scientific learning which changed the face of the world.
It is characterised by the need to put all true propositions to a philosophic test
(methodological skepticism); the need to submit all truths about the world to a practical
test (experimental proof); the postulation of two fundamental spheres of mind and matter,
with the mathematical appropriation of one over the other; the assumption of a mechanical
uniformity and lawfulness in nature, and the goal of an anthropocentric assertion of power
over nature. Philosophical speculation had to be grounded in epistemology, which however
remained as prone to multiple interpretations as the earlier metaphysics. If reason was
subordinate to faith in the European Middle Ages, by the 17th century, it began to assume
primacy in the field of secular learning; it invaded ethics and politics in the 18™ century,
overlooked belief in the 19" century and in the 20th century stood, without any further
obstacle to overcome, confronted with its own contradictions and limits.

Aims and Objectives
After studying this Unit, you should be able to understand:
e The meaning and implications of Modernity and Post-Modernity.

e The Gandhian Critique of Modernity
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4.2 MODERNITY IN INDIA

Modernity in India has hardly run a parallel course. Science and mathematics developed
during India’s classical period and continued well into what historians describe as the
‘medieval’ period, which supposedly lasted till the arrival of the British. During this period
the pre-existing social and cultural institutions did not disappear though they were indeed
disrupted or frozen. For whatever other historical reasons scientific learning ceased to
evolve, there was no struggle between lay and religious authority, no embargo on the
pursuit of knowledge imposed by ecclesiastical diktat. For the matter of that, there was
no ecclesium, either Hindu or Muslim to issue a comparable diktat.

For the Hindus the serpent symbolises desirable wisdom and knowledge. Man is
essentially divine, not a limited being burdened with original sin. The shastras offer a
choice of practices for the overcoming of egoism, and though human pride is denounced,
it is not feared. The aim of the temporal and religious powers in the subcontinent was
to maintain the order and equilibrium of the social and cosmic processes, to which
intellectual speculation hardly constituted a threat. The Indian civilisation was marked by
continuous cumulative, internally dialectical intellectual progress, but had fairly degenerated
into decadence and complacency on the eve of the Muslim entry into India.

The seeds of modernity, inextricably mixed with elements of western culture, were sown
for the first time in India not through theoretical curiosity, nor through a revolt against
received conventions, but through foreign imposition. This is not to deny that individual
intellectuals and reformers were at times genuinely moved to repair perceived deficiencies
in their own social or intellectual systems through creative interaction with new ideas, or
that the earlier pre-industrialised, pre-imperial Europeans had not treated Indian civilisation
with interest and respect. Later, however, the alien rulers laboured under the compulsive
need to justify their occupation of a foreign land, which entailed inducing suitable feelings
of inferiority and gratitude in the ruled. When the project of modernisation was taken up
more freely by the populace at large, or more precisely by the middle classes, the
motivation was not to subdue nature or break out of a mental straitjacket, but to master
the techniques which had made national defeat possible, to acquire the enabling skills,
political, economic and theoretical, for establishing equality with a perceived superior. In
the race for ‘catching up’, modernity as constituted by the free pursuit of knowledge
through untrammeled curiosity, self-assertion, anthropocentricism, was preached down by
leaders of society and not wrested from them as rights. Instead of the dynamism of a felt
revolt against restrictive domination, there has been an enervating, vapid imitation and
conformity in the realm of ideas. Social freedoms, egalitarianism and individualism found
more spontaneous takers in a society built on restraints, hierarchies and community values.
It is in these domains that reformers like Gandhi found spaces for social reform.

4.3 GANDHI AND MODERNITY

Gandhi is one of the most resolute critics of modernity in the twentieth century. He sees
modernity, unless unchecked, sweeping away everything that stands in its way as it tries
to take ‘charge of the world’. Taking charge of the world implies that we can know how
to organise the world (through science and rational, neutral theorising) and how to
implement our plans (through research, technology, and instrumental reasoning). At the
heart of modernity is a questioning of and dissatisfaction with the present and a faith that
the reason and the changes it fosters will lead to a progressively better future. In mounting
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his challenges, Gandhi confronts the foundational principles of the modern world and, in
their place, he offers an idealised conception of traditional life in rural India, which he
sees, providing an alternative to the complexity, materialism, and poverty he detects in
modern society.

The usual reading of Gandhi presents him as relentlessly antimodernist: Ramashray Roy;,
for example, argues that “Gandhi’s critique of modern civilization is total” (Roy, 1985,
p.38). However, this is not the last word about his critique of modernity. Not only does
he write about the ways it can be part of the good society, but also his theory is also
closely tied to such modern concepts as autonomy and equality.

However much Gandhi builds on important modern conceptions such as secular equality
and universal rights, his encounters with modernity do not prompt him to merge it with
tradition. Unlike some of the leading Indian thinkers of the time, he does not want to
synthesise modernity and Hinduism or to self-consciously borrow aspects of modernity.
His reconceptualisation of autonomy and equality, allied as they are with community, duty
and cohesion, are oppositional to modern ones, and he seeks to buttress these goods by
mounting a critique of modernity and modernisation that is simultaneously conservative and
radical. He wants a reformed tradition to stand, erectly and resolutely, to confront
modernity. Only in this way, he reasons, can the dangerous elements of modernity be
exposed and the modern project be made to explain itself. In advancing his position,
Gandhi seeks to complicate modernity and rob it of its certainty.

He knows modernity and modernisation are here to stay, and he wants to question their
confident claims to truth. For him, the pressing challenge is to disturb what is settled in
the modern project in order to keep it from smothering the kinds of standards and
practices he considers essential to autonomy. In this way, he hopes to make room for
alternative logics that he thinks speak to the dignity and equality of persons in ways that
modernity, by itself, cannot. Gandhi’s alternatives come from traditions but, unlike most
conservatives and communitarians, he is not content to leave traditions where he finds
them, including his own.

4.4 PROBLEMATISING MODERNITY AND
MODERNISATION

In mounting his critique, Gandhi launches a broad indictment on modernity and modernisation
to expose them as constructions that come with heavy and often hidden costs. Uninterested
in debating the intellectual roots of modernity, he concentrated on its character and effects.
For him, modernity is powerfully seductive, and part of its attractiveness stems from its
proclivity to speak to what Gandhi considers a natural but partial aspect of the human
condition. In appealing to our basic needs as well as newly acquired ones, modernity
focuses on the immediate and the observable, matters that Gandhi thinks are necessary
but hardly the highest aspects of our lives. He sees modernity addressing a person’s
interests or wealth (artha) and desires (kama) (Young India, 2.6.1927) but ignoring
questions about a person’s responsibilities in the wider world (dharma). In his view,
modernity displaces other modes of thinking and moral points of reference, such as those
found in religion, tradition, and the folkways of rural societies. For him, these alternative
modes of knowledge are not merely one option among many ways of knowing; he sees
them addressing persistent moral issues about the nature of human beings in ways he
thinks modernity cannot. Gandhi believes that because modernity has only partial ways of
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organising knowledge and guiding practice, at best, it offers slices of knowledge but
cannot collect its findings into a coherent whole. Moreover, he holds that modernity, fixed
on present performance, is unwilling to learn from the past and unconcerned about the
fate of the real human beings in the future. Working with these claims, Gandhi finds that
modernity does not have the resources to correct its own defects.

One problem Gandhi finds with modernity is that its standards are internal and, if it meets
the standards it has set for itself, it declares itself a success. Gandhi vehemently rejects
this. Goals and practices must be judged by more rigorous standards than provided by
artha and karma or production and consumption. For Gandhi, a person’s own tradition
as mediated by a person’s conscience provides men and women with grounded, external
standards to judge. Holding that modernity has only self-referential performance standards
to see how well it is doing, Gandhi finds that it is not alert to the costs it is assessing
on other goods.

With many other critics, he questions the modern belief that rationality provides the only
material we need to determine the truth. For Gandhi, the issue is not that rationality has
nothing to offer; he rejects traditional practices and ideas that he sees as ‘irrational’, such
as child marriages or untouchability. For him, however, reason can overstep what he takes
to be its appropriate boundaries; it cannot always be the sole arbiter to truth claims.

“Rationalism is a hideous monster when it claims for itself omnipotence. Attribution of
omnipotence to reason is as bad a piece of idolatry as is worship of stock and stone
believing it to be God. | plead not for the suppression of reason, but (an appreciation
of its inherent limits” (ibid, 02.06.1927).

In Gandhi’s account, there are some things we know apart from reason. Our love, trust,
forgiveness, and generosity do not flow primarily from reason. Indeed, for some rationalists
these feelings may be misplaced; but not for Gandhi. He sees these dispositions and the
actions that flow from them embodying the best in human beings. He also knows that the
opposite of these dispositions is not always reason. When love or trust is involved, the
choice is not invariably between them and reason, but between love and hate, or trust
and suspicion. To assume that reason should always be the arbiter is to misunderstand
both its strengths and limitations. Reason can speak to an impulse to love, for example,
but after a while reason is exhausted and has nothing more to say. We love or we do
not. Gandhi wants to untie love, trust and forgiveness from calculation and join them to
the developmental capacities of everyone.

As rationality is the hallmark of modernity, increased productivity and technological
innovations are the emblems of modernisation. New and ever-evolving methods of
production, transportation, and communication bring more new goods to more people and
promise even more in the future. Gandhi finds that many of the apparent successes of
modernity are not real successes at all because many of their purported benefits come at
terrible costs. He sees the success transforming society from a place of coherence and
community to one that is becoming increasingly unintelligible and impersonal and where
identities are becoming disjointed as time and space become fragmented. He argues that
industrialisation, the division of labour, and technological innovation contribute to severe
unemployment and poverty, depriving people of their ability to meet their basic needs.
Deeply troubled by what he takes to be the destruction of shared institutional practices
which enable individuals to challenge necessity collectively, he sees people increasingly
forced to address their basic needs on their own in the modern world. For this reason,
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Gandhi concludes that he knows that some aspects of modernity are good. “I have
examined its tendency in the scale of ethics” and finds, in making the material self the
basis of judging good and evil, “the spirit of it is evil” (Indian Opinion, 21.05.1920).
These concerns reflect his premise that modernity cannot harmoniously coexist with
tradition and, unless there is a constant struggle on the part of tradition to defend its core
principles and practices, modernity will win the day. Seeing modernity and modernisation
penetrating into every facet of life, he means to make his critique comprehensive.

45 THE NEW HISTORY

Gandhi reflects much Hindu thinking that emphasises that the past is embodied in tradition
rather than history. For Gandhi, it is possible to transport the past into present-day
activities with tradition; with history, however, the past remains past. Its distant subject
matter provides objects to be studied but does not have much to say about contemporary
action. Working with these assumptions, Gandhi seeks to make tradition a guide for daily
life, something he does not think possible with the chronologies and catalogues of great
events that dominate history. For him, the subject matter of history is about the way the
cosmic order has been disturbed and how the ordinary, peaceable relations among
individuals dissolve. On his account:

“History as we know it is a record of the wars of the world, and so there is a proverb
among Englishmen that a nation which has no history, that has no war, is a happy
nation...(if wars) were all that happened in the world, it would have been ended long
ago” (Harijan, 11.08.1940).

Gandhi complains that history, as the chronicle of violence, ignores the “natural activities”
of individuals. It does not record the day-to-day incidents of love and service. But
ordinary human beings, in their ordinary activities, are important to Gandhi, and he means
to show how tradition enables them to understand how to live in dignity, something he
finds missing in modern history. For Gandhi, replacing tradition with history means people
no longer have standards they can incorporate into their own lives. What they are given
in the meta-narrative of progress is the claim that the present is better than the past and
the future will be better still.

Fearing that many Indians are finding the meta-narrative attractive, Gandhi means to
challenge its validity as well as reveal its remainders. On Gandhi’s reading, traditional
Hinduism places activity over passivity, proclaims the importance of the ordinary, and is
concerned with how people lead a coherent, autonomous life nonviolently. More than that,
Gandhi wants to enable ordinary people to be heroes in their lives as they contend against
the forces of domination as well as with their own pride.

4.6 MODERNITY AND THE DEATH OF THE COSMOS

Whatever its story may be, modern history claims to be objective and neutral, penetrating
below and beyond the world of appearance and accident to unearth reality. Its claims to
truth, objectivity, and neutrality are what Gandhi most wants to challenge and part of his
project is to call into question the entire modern project. He continues this interrogation
when he takes up the issue of modern science.

Some of Gandhi’s most discordant comments concern his understanding and criticism of
modern science and technology. He is dismayed at the new and horrifying forms of death
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and destruction that come with modern science, but that is not the primary reason he
attacks it. For him, its greatest danger comes from its mode of thinking; sweeping aside
alternative ways of understanding the cosmos, morality and oneself.

Gandhi sees the universalising impulse of modernity as inhospitable to plurality. In its
search for general rules, modern reason seeks to identify relevant variables and discard
superfluous ones that carry no explanatory weight. What remains outside of the realm of
the verifiable is unimportant to the enterprise that seeks to generate theory that can be
replicated with the same result by distant, neutral strangers. Gandhi fears that such an
outlook discounts not only traditional morality but also common sense and reason, and
ultimately the autonomous self, which becomes a remainder.

For Gandhi, modern science is wholly inadequate to serve as the epistemological arbiter
of how the discrete parts should be joined together. In his view, plurality simultaneously
requires distinctiveness and unity, individual integrity and cooperation. He is concerned that
the universalising impulse of modernity threatens diversity as well as enervates the quest
for moral judgement, and it does this with its emphasis on procedures that require
detachment and indifference. Such modern claims represent the antithesis of everything
Gandhi desires. Morality, in his account, is no more revealed through the scientific method
than through a blind faith in a sacred text.

Moral truth, he argues, is not discovered by disengagement or neutrality but comes
through an active involvement in the world, and he wants to apply the same ethical
standards to the institutionalised power of modern science that he assigns to his own
tradition. For him, any claim to the truth must show that its application contributes to the
harmony of the cosmos and individual autonomy and not to the loss of control of the
things that should be most important to people. As he sees it, “science is essentially one
of those things in which theory alone is of no value whatsoever.” What counts the most,
he claims, are the uses to which science is applied (The Hindu, 19.03.1925).

Gandhi rejects the premise that science and ethics are separate; that ethics only has
something to say when something goes wrong. He fears that such reasoning assigns
science the superior position, relegates ethics to a subordinate realm, and absolves people
of responsibility. For Gandhi, the primary issue is not how we “take charge of the world”
but how we live with nature and take control of ourselves. In challenging the modern
aspiration to conquer nature, Gandhi does not claim that every discovery of the modern
era falls somewhere between the valueless and the corrupt. On the contrary, he
acknowledges that certain scientific and technological discoveries should be incorporated
into Indian society, but only on the proviso that human beings control the process rather
than are controlled by it. Confronting modern science this way, he again shows he is more
concerned with its applications than with modern science itself.

In raising the objections he does, Gandhi seeks to challenge modernity, and he does this
by summoning allies that have been thought to have grown weary and paltry. Knowing
that modern science will not disappear, he wants to convince people that they must judge
the entire modern project by its consequences to the autonomy of persons. He wants
people to appropriate what is valuable in modernity, not in a random but in a deliberative
way, knowing their purposes in borrowing what they do. He knows fully well that there
IS no turning back to an earlier time when science did not occupy the place it does today.
But he refuses to allow science to proceed without requiring its advocates to explain
themselves.



Critique of Modernity 47

4.7 POST-MODERN GANDHI

As early as 1909, in his seminal work Hind Swaraj, Gandhi had identified ‘modern
civilization” and found it wanting. In doing so, he flew in the face of prevailing world
opinion. In 1909, Europe and the US were approaching the apogee of the belief in
progress. Confidence in the future abound. Accomplishments in science and technology
and the capacity to use them in benign and productive ways seemed to prove that
humans could master and harness nature, and direct and control social change. Before the
irrationality and carnage of World War | shattered the illusion that material and social
progress was inevitable and benign, progress seemed as certain as it was palpable. In
formulating his inner and outer critique of ‘modern civilization’ in Hind Swaraj, Gandhi
challenged this view of progress. In doing so, he became an early contributor to the
intellectual lineage of postmodernism.

Another way in which Gandhi’s thought foreshadowed postmodernism was its refusal to
privilege modernism’s commitment to the epistemology of universal truths, objective
knowledge and master narratives. Gandhi anticipates a good deal of postmodern thinking
by taking the view that, at best, humans can know partial and contingent truths. As a self-
declared karma yogi, Gandhi’s epistemology was rooted in ‘truth in action’, a concept
that locates truth in the facts and circumstance of particular situations. Before launching a
satyagraha campaign, he thoroughly familiarised himself with its particular context. In a
process evocative of the discovery phase of a legal proceeding, he carefully investigated
the relevant circumstances-including the attitudes and motives of the contending parties.
The goal of the campaign was formulated with reference to the situation’s unique
problematic. In his first Satyagraha in South Africa, he coined the phrase, ‘the minimum
is the maximum’. His first major campaign in India, after returning from South Africa, at
Champaran in Bihar exemplifies this practice. As a Satyagrahi he practised firmness in the
pursuit of contextual or situational truth. And, as an adherent of the Jain doctrine of
Anekantavada, he viewed truth as many-sided and its understanding by the human mind
as ‘fleeting and fragmentary’.

Gandhi respected science as a form of truth and followed what he took to be scientific
methods. In his Autobiography, ‘The Story of My Experiments with Truth’, he used the
word ‘experiment’ quite deliberately in the title of the book. In a language suggestive of
Karl Popper’s about falsification, Gandhi wrote ‘I claim nothing (more for the experiments)
than does a scientist who, though he conducts his experiments with the utmost accuracy,
forethought and minuteness, never claims any finality about his conclusions, but keeps an
open mind regarding them’.

The claim that Gandhi held a partial and contingent view of truth, a view that resembled
the views of some postmodernists, has been contested by Indian scholars on Gandhi. Ajit
Kumar Jha, for example, expressed a widely accepted view when he argued: ‘To
describe (Gandhi) as a postmodernist is a gross misunderstanding of his philosophy. One
of the basic assumptions of postmodernism is the principle of ethical relativism. The
Mahatma, whose entire life was dedicated to experimenting with truth, believed, in the
absolute truth’ (Rudolph, 2006, p.6).

But are these allegations valid? What does Gandhi mean when he refers to absolute truth?
How does he use the term? Is it right to equate the situational truths of Satyagraha or
the partial and contingent truths of Gandhi’s ‘experiments with truth’ with ethical relativism?
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Gandhi’s reasoning about truth starts with his commitment to the view that “truth is God’.
Gandhi makes clear in a variety of ways that seeking God, like seeking absolute truth,
is not the same as knowing God or knowing absolute truth. The absolute truth or God
could be approached but not known by mortals. Unlike those modernists who think that
they can know absolute truth in the form of objective truths and universal laws, Gandhi
thought that making such claims was to envy God and seek to be like Him.

Gandhi compared absolute truth to a diamond which could not be seen as a whole but
whose many facets or surfaces revealed partial truths. Another way to think of Gandhi’s
understanding of absolute truth is to liken it to infinity in calculus, that is, as a limit that
can be approached and approximated but not known or reached. The existence of infinity,
like the existence of absolute truth, provides a basis for reasoning and knowledge- about
mathematics and about truth. Gandhi sometimes invoked Euclid’s line to illustrate the
relationship between the ideal and the real. It was a line ‘without breadth....(that) no one
has so far been able to draw and never will. All the same it is only by keeping the ideal
in mind that we have made progress in geometry. What is true here is true of every ideal’
(Harijan, 9-1-1940).

For Gandhi, truth had several meanings and forms. It could be situational as in the goal
of a satyagraha; contextual and contingent as in the experimental truths found in his
autobiography; and absolute as in his commitment to “Truth is God’. In “The Story of
My Experiments with Truth’, Gandhi used the word ‘experiment’ to invoke a version of
modern science: ‘I claim nothing (more for the experiments) than does a scientist who,
though he conducts his experiments with the utmost accuracy, forethought and minuteness,
never claims any finality about his conclusions, but keeps an open mind regarding them.
| am far from claiming any finality or infallibility about my conclusions’. He goes on to
say, however, that ‘I do claim that my conclusions are absolutely correct, and seem for
the time being to be final. For if they were not, | should base no action on them for me,
truth is the sovereign principle not only the relative truth of our conception, but the
Absolute Truth that is God. | worship God as truth only’. But then he says that ‘I have
not yet found Him as long as | have not realized this Absolute Truth, so long must I hold
by the relative truth as | have conceived it. That relative truth must, meanwhile, be my
beacon, my shield and buckler’. This view of relative truth anticipates the postmodern turn
to the contingent certainty of contextual or situational truth.

Gandhi is postmodern too in his hermeneutics. He sought meaning in context, a
perspective he brought to the interpretation of practice and of texts. This can be seen in
the way he interpreted vegetarianism, a core practice for someone of his religion, caste
and family, and in the way he interpreted the Bhagavad Gita, a foundational text that
Gandhi put at the centre of his worldview. When it is said that his hermeneutics was
postmodern, this refers to the commitment to relative truth and to his avoidance of
modernist hermeneutics such as the self-evidence of foundational truths or the transparency
of universal meta-narratives and of scientific and objective truths that claim to be
independent of time, place and circumstance. Gandhi also avoided the hermeneutics of the
unselfconscious universalism of revealed, sacred and immemorial truth claimed for religious
texts.

Gandhi’s postmodern hermeneutics can also be seen in the way he addresses the question
of the literalness and/ or historicity of the perfection of Krishna. ‘Krishna of the Gita’, he
says, is perfection and right knowledge personified; but the picture is imaginary. “That
does not mean’, he is quick to add, ‘that Krishna, the adored of his people, never lived.
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But the perfection is imagined. The idea of a perfect incarnation is an aftergrowth’ (Desal,
1946, p.128).

His post-modernity is again evident in the way he discusses the idea of incarnation in
Hinduism in order to show that the point of Gita is not to show Krishna as perfection
incarnate but rather to show that ‘self-realization is the subject of the Gita.” At the same
time Gandhi argues that the Gita’s author ‘surely did not write it to establish’ the doctrine
of self-realisation. The object of the Gita’, Gandhi continues, ‘appears to me to be that
of showing the most excellent way to attain self-realization. That matchless remedy is
renunciation of fruits of action’ (ibid, 129).

Unlike his turn-of-the century contemporaries in India, Gandhi did not succumb to the
allure of colonial modernity. Nor did he, like most of his contemporaries in Europe and
the US, succumb to the allure of modern civilisation’s claim of progress or to its siren
call of high modernism, that scientific knowledge and Enlightenment rationalism translated
into practice by technocrats, engineers, and managers made it possible for man to
conquer and command nature, perfect society, and replace poverty with abundance.

4.8 SUMMARY

The modern society that Gandhi surveys has become a place where efficiencies
overwhelm individuals, the household is under siege, artificialities abound, nothing is fixed,
and social practices and moral principles are increasingly uncomplimentary and often
contradictory. In such a world, he finds people are lost, and he wants to provide them
with materials that serve as a guide. In this way, he seeks to empower individuals to
guard their own autonomy in the confusion and dangers he detects in the modern world.

That Gandhi borrows much from modernity for his project cannot disguise his continued
dependency on tradition and his skepticism of modernity. His debts to modernity never
cancel his serious doubts about many of its central assumptions, particularly its faith in
progress and reason; its reliance on universalism, neutrality, and proceduralism; its
aspiration to control nature; its tolerance of violence; and its ready acceptance of change
and fragmentation. Indeed, Gandhi appeals to many because he borrows important
principles from modernity without letting modernity set the terms of his discourse. He
thinks that by struggling with modernity, he can chasten it. Gandhi’s struggle seeks to
force it to explain itself- to recognise that its answers must not only satisfy the criteria it
has established for itself, but also must speak to other logics as well.

4.9 TERMINAL QUESTIONS

1  What do you understand by Modernity and Post-Modernity?

2  Examine the Gandhian Critique of Modernity.
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