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Abstract

The aim of this study is to compare and contrast the visions and plans of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi and Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru in regard to the development of the village industries of India. The global significance of the problems of rural development gives rise to the relevance of this topic. 

The outcome of the long nationalist struggle in India, political freedom (1947), did not bring about an end to domestic turmoil and poverty. Extreme poverty, increasing unemployment, and explosive population growth characterized the life in well over half a million villages of India, where a great majority of the Indians lived. In these circumstances, the economic development of the rural areas can be seen as a factor of fundamental importance. 

Gandhi and Nehru were two of the most outstanding leaders of this era in India, but although they shared many common objectives, they were often of a different mind about the approach to the prevailing problems. This study shows, how they differed in the emphasis they wanted to place on the development of these rural economies. Nehru was an advocate of efficient and progressive development rather than of traditions and ancient wisdoms in a Gandhian way. However, as further investigation reveals, the difference in their visions was not that sharp, but these two great leaders were open-minded to the ideas of each other, and truly wanted to have a relationship of mutual understanding and interaction. Furthermore, in the light of Nehru’s later thinking and subsequent economic developments, Gandhi’s visions and plans do not appear as idealistic as they did earlier. Nevertheless, despite the increasing emphasis Nehru placed on the economic development of the villages, he never gave up his dream of an India following the model of the modern industrialized nations on the path of efficient and rapid development.   
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1. Introduction             

Any colonial country that is trying to attain its independence, or has just achieved it, is faced with a number of problems arising not only from social unrest, but also from an underdeveloped political and economic structure moulded primarily to serve imperialist needs. These were definitely the circumstances in India, which had in the course of centuries fused into the British Empire, but in which powerful and extensively supported nationalist movements struggled increasingly for the country’s independence from the late 1800s on, reaching their political goal finally in 1947. 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869 – 1948) and Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru (1889 – 1964), both among the most outstanding leaders of the era of decolonisation, developed highly intelligent and pragmatic rather than abstract visions for the solution of these fundamental social, political and economic problems shadowing India. They understood the crucial importance of grass-root level development, as an estimated 80 percent out of the 400 million Indians inhabited the over half a million villages scattered around the country, most of them not even accessible by proper roads.
 Furthermore, the number of fully unemployed people was at about 15 million, in addition to the 25 million employed for only a few months a year.
 

Gandhi and Nehru worked very closely during their over quarter-of-a-century-lasting relationship, and despite their often conflicting opinions and a sharp difference of approach to many of the prevailing problems, they exchanged ideas in an atmosphere of mutual respect, and thus greatly influenced each other. Gandhi – “Bapu” (father) as Nehru also called him
 –, indeed, was the person who had drawn Nehru into the midst of the Indian politics and the nationalist struggle, and into real contact with the “naked hungry mass” of rural India.
 As Gandhi’s recognized “heir” from the late 1930s onwards,
 Nehru respected Gandhi’s idyllic objectives though seldom adhered to the methods he advocated for achieving them. Gandhi was more of an idealist than Nehru, as he envisioned an India dotted with self-sufficient but cooperative villages, which would have no need to adopt the technological advancements of the industrial countries because of the country’s immense manpower. Only in such circumstances, he argued, could India attain and preserve its independence, and to live in peace and truth. When Gandhi was not actively engaged in the nationalist civil disobedience campaigns or had them suspended, he usually turned to his Constructive Programme, which aimed at an effective revival of the rural areas, including the encouragement of the production of khadi and of other industries practicable in the rural areas.
 Though it should be underlined that most of the Gandhian ideas were generally rejected in the process of formulating the main course of economic development in India, as Nehru among the other leading politicians saw socialism and industrialization as the major ways of solving India’s problems, many of them were, nevertheless, taken into consideration and application on Nehru’s initiative. Therefore, it’s fascinating to compare Gandhi’s and Nehru’s ideas on the role of the village industries in the economic development of India, and to investigate the extent to which their objectives and ideas shared similar aspects. 


Because of the vast pool of information available on this subject, the focus of this essay is narrowed down to the ideas of Gandhi and Nehru on the relative importance of the village industries in the development of India and in the alleviation of its problems, and on the extent to which they regarded the village industries could be modernized. The overall success or failure of Gandhi or Nehru to achieve their objectives is not taken under major investigation in this essay, nor tried to. 
With respect to their original thoughts, Gandhi’s and Nehru’s economic ideas are mainly derived from primary sources, including their writings and speeches. The post-independence plans for the economic development of the villages are largely studied through the Five-Year Plans introduced under Nehru’s premiership, since they give the clearest account of the desired direction of the development, towards which the smaller programmes also worked for. Secondary sources are mainly used only to provide additional information, and to provide criticism for or against the often-contrasting ways visualized by Gandhi and Nehru as useful in achieving their rather similar objectives. 

This study will show that both Gandhi and Nehru saw the development of village industries as an indispensable part of improving the lives of the poor people. Nevertheless, as further investigation reveals, the emphasis they placed on the development of the village industries, and their visions of the future of them differed from one another in certain important respects. 
2. Importance of Developing the Village Industries    
Equality of opportunity among people was of fundamental importance in Gandhi’s vision of an ideal India – “a federation of small village republics”
–, and, in his view, this could be realized by having people produce their own essentials of life, from clothing and food to dwellings.
 Furthermore, by having low as well as high castes spin and wear khadi,
 a step forward would be taken on the path to a society where exploitation and supremacy of the few would be unknown. 

Though there’s no denying that Nehru was an ardent advocate of the development of heavy industries, he never neglected the importance of developing the Indian village industries as well. Through the village industries, an immediate relief could be provided for the extensive unemployment all over the country, resulting in a more equal distribution of national income. Also, this would ensure a more efficient utilization of India’s resources,
 and local self-sufficiency in essential consumer goods.

The development of the village industries was considered important not only because of its effect on the economy and society of India, but also because of its political use. If the 700,000 villages of India could be transformed into self-reliant but cooperative units, Gandhi reasoned, the imperialists would find it less profitable to maintain their rule over India, and India would attain not only economic but also political independence.
 In the pre-independence era, Nehru also saw the political value of developing the village industries, for it brought the peasant masses under the umbrella of the Indian National Congress Party.
 

To Gandhi, progress in the village industries was desirable only as long as it served the best of the people and didn’t clash with the principles of moral progress.
 He denied the claim that the swadeshi movement was against machinery,
 and argued that its purpose was only to make people hold hand-spun cloth preferable to foreign-and mill-made cloth.
 Instead, he objected to the use of ‘labour-saving’ machinery that forced thousands of men out of work to “the open streets to die of starvation”.
 However, he said he would welcome the introduction of simple tools and machinery in the villages, so that to lighten the work of the individuals.
 
Nehru’s enthusiasm for progress in the Indian economy was not limited to large-scale industries, but the sector to which the village industries belonged was not, according to the Second Five-Year Plan, to be considered as “a static part of the economy, but rather as a progressive and efficient decentralised sector which is closely integrated, on the one hand, with agriculture and, on the other, with large-scale industry.”
 Progress was, indeed, the cornerstone of Nehru’s economic planning, and under his leadership the Planning Commission
 encouraged the village industries to continuously undergo the process of modernization by adopting improved techniques, methods, and forms of organization.
 Nehru also wanted to extend the “urban cultural facilities” to the rural areas, and he openly admitted his dislike of Gandhi’s idealization of ascetic life and restriction of wants, as Gandhi also encouraged the urbanized people to adopt the life-style of the poor villagers. In his autobiography Nehru said he had “almost a horror” of it, backing his attitude by saying that “most of us” held that view,
 though, to be realistic, it was a fact to a great extent. Later on, in a letter to Gandhi, Nehru tried to convince him that no progress could be made from intellectually and culturally backward environment, which he claimed the villages of Gandhi’s ideal were.

Both Gandhi and Nehru agreed on the need to develop the role of the village industries in Indian economy in order to utilise the material resources as well as the idle manpower of the country, thereby ensuring sufficient standard of living for all Indians. For Nehru, though, it was also important to have the backward villages fuse into the urbanized society, and thus contribute to his goal of an India recognized as a part of the modernizing world.

3. Gandhi’s Influence on Nehru’s Economic Policies 
At the time Nehru worked on his autobiography he was still quite pessimistic about Gandhi’s praise of village industries,
 and, in contrast, his confidence of the need to industrialize India was on the way to its peak. B. R. Nanda evaluates Nehru’s doubtful state of mind at that time: “Was it not romantic…to expect khadi and village industries to solve the long-term problems of India’s poverty? Was not Gandhi’s emphasis on the spinning wheel overdone and foredoomed to failure in an industrialized world?”
 Through the utilization of India’s total resource capacity Nehru wanted to yield rapid and efficient results, in order to alleviate all-India problems first, instead of getting tangled with problems of slighter importance.
 The Soviet so-far-successful model of planned economy greatly inspired him at the time when the capitalist world was under the shadow of the Great Depression, and therefore, under his guidance, the economic development of India was to be directed through planning – the process in which he was engaged in from late 1930s onwards.
 Under a socialist system, which he envisaged, there was, though, some space for “cottage industries specialising in particular goods which are not manufactured on a mass scale”,
 and, in a country where the standard of living was as low as in India, “there might be a slight improvement for the masses with the development of village industries”,
 he argued.

Gandhi acknowledged that his heir had a different vision of the direction of India’s development than he had, but this did not change the special connection he felt to Nehru. Though believing in the words of Hind Swaraj until the very end,
 Gandhi truly wanted to understand Nehru’s visions of the development of India, and didn’t try to convert Nehru from working towards the direction that he considered right.
 However, towards the end of his life Nehru clearly started to put an increasing emphasis on Gandhi’s teachings, by becoming critical towards the all-India large-scale projects, and speaking for the necessity of linking the “scientific approach” with the “spiritualist approach”.
 After all, Nehru didn’t consider the true success of planned economy to be the achievement of certain ambitious statistical targets, but a rise in the standard of living of the common people. In his speech at the Community Projects Conference in May 1952 Nehru stated: “…you can safely say that 96 per cent of the people of India are economically very backward. Indeed, apart from a handful of men, most of the people are backward…we have to think more of those who are backward because we must aim at progressively producing a measure of equality in opportunity and other things.”
 Later on, in September 1958, he wrote, “Somehow we have got entangled in mighty or expensive schemes, which no doubt are good in themselves, but which take a long time to yield results…All this leads me to the conclusion, that the basis of all our work must be intimate contact with our people in almost every phase of our activity”.
 In his letters to the Chief Ministers of the provinces Nehru proposed investment in smaller schemes requiring less capital but showing quicker results, and recommended assistance to be given to the village panchayats to have them engaged in the execution of the plans.
 In May 1963 Nehru recalled the real, still unachieved, objectives of the country: “…a life worthwhile for all the hundreds of millions who live here so that all of us can lead a purposeful existence and rid ourselves of the curses of poverty, unemployment, disease and ignorance”.
 Nehru’s main concern in early 1964, while his own health was getting worse, was how to improve the Third Five-Year Plan so that to make some real improvements to the life of the rural poor.
 

Despite the atmosphere of an increasing concern for the development of rural industries, the financing provided for them remained still only one-third of that provided for the development of large-scale industries.
 It’s questionable, though, to what extent the development of village industries could benefit a country trying to struggle for its independence and thereafter for the improvement of the standards of living as a part of a world most of which had undergone the Industrial Revolution a considerably long time ago. The limits of Gandhian-mannered transformation of society in an India on the path to modernization were seen, and as their large-scale application was mainly viewed as a hindrance to ‘real’ and efficient progress, the practical use of Gandhian ideas was kept within boundaries. 
4. Alleviation of the Problems of the Rural Poor  

Gandhi considered the revival of the village industries to be the only way to provide enough employment for the masses of people searching for a job, and thereby to help “the dumb millions”.
 He didn’t admit to one-sidedly encouraging the use of primitive methods just out of obsession, but “because there is no other way of giving employment to the millions of villagers who are living in idleness”
 and have them thus “earn an honest living”.
 Through the Constructive Programme
, the All-India Spinners’ Association (A.I.S.A.), and the All-India Village Industries Association (A.I.V.I.A.),
 Gandhi was able to employ people and to provide the workers with reasonable wages, to increase “life-giving cooperation”,
 and to have his ideas put into application in an extensive scale. The A.I.S.A., considered one of the most important agencies established by Gandhi,
 for example collected funds for the development and extension of khadi work, helped in the sale of khadi, and employed spinners and weavers all over the country.
 The A.I.V.I.A., formally founded in December 1934, functioned on a less extensive scale than the A.I.S.A., but as usually, Gandhi’s hopes of its capabilities were high: “…it will turn the villagers from being mere creators of raw produce, which they have practically become, into self-sustained units and caterers for most of the requirements of city-dwellers.”
 

It is argued that the inclusion of the village industries in the planned economic development of India had its origins rather in the need to increase employment and to boost up the production of consumer goods than in the promotion of simple life-style, self-sufficiency, and moral values in a Gandhian way.
 The annual increase in the unemployed population was estimated to be between 1.5 and 2 million, and as about 80 per cent of the steadily growing population
 lived in the rural areas,
 it was not only important to develop ways for providing employment, but to develop them in the rural areas. In his speech at Parliament in December 1952, Nehru highlighted the importance of traditional industries in the employment of people, and argued that the development of heavy industries alone would not solve India’s problems. The village industries needed to be developed “in a big way”, he underlined, and it was important not to be so carried away by the development projects that to forget “the human factor”.
 The actual First Five-Year Plan explicitly stressed the need to have the village and small-scale industries absorb a large proportion, if not all, of the increase in the unemployed population in the immediate future, since they required small capital investment when compared to large-scale industries.
 Without much delay, some one hundred training centres and centres of production for village industries were established all over India by the Khadi and Village Industries Development Board, which was founded during the initiation of the First Five-Year Plan.
 

Both Gandhi and Nehru, therefore, regarded the employing power as one of the major motives behind the need to develop the industrial capacity of the villages. For Gandhi the underlying idea was to improve the lives of the rural poor by having them earn their own living and, being engaged in a variety of jobs, having them lead peaceful and good-willed lives. For Nehru, it seems, village industries provided a way to ease the most urgent problems of rural India with comparatively small financial effort in order to be able to give more emphasis to the development of heavy industries, which would make some ‘real’ progress in India; he could hardly assume to be able to increase India’s prestige in the lead of the Third World countries had he continuously trouble his mind over the problems of India itself. 

5. The Extent of Adoption of Technological Improvements 


In Nehru’s economic plans it was regarded as desirable to have the nature of the village industries gradually transform, as improved techniques and machinery would be adopted.
 Technological improvements were seen as an effective way to develop the village industries if they were put into use in a way which would allow the work to be scattered throughout the country in “comparatively small units”.
 The Village and Small Scale Industries Committee,
 appointed by the Planning Commission in June 1955, recommended the adoption of technical improvements in the traditional village industries “to the extent immediately possible”, and envisaged modern techniques to gradually replace the older ones in the future.
 Gandhi, on the other hand, was strongly opposed to the use of “dead machinery”, or “labour-saving devices”, as a means of production, as they tended to concentrate wealth in the hands of the few.
 Pragmatically he reasoned that they only offered a replacement to the “millions of living machines” found in the seven hundred thousand villages of India.
 Therefore, he did not consider it sensible to waste money in the development of machines, which would thereafter force an increasing number of people into the already large-numbered crowd of unemployed. 
Gandhi claimed that he was not against machinery as such: “I would favour the use of the most elaborate machinery if there by India's pauperism and resulting idleness be avoided.”
 He claimed however, that the introduction of industries practicable in every household was the only way to attain economic independence and to solve India’s immense problem of poverty, which, he argued, the mills were unable to do.
 Nevertheless, as long as the villages would remain self-contained, Gandhi viewed it possible to introduce even modern machines and tools in the villages, if only they were not used as “a means of exploitation of others”.
 He strongly recommended in his articles (for instance in Harijan and Young India) that the possibilities of developing and improving the tools used in the village industries – such as wheel, crusher and pounder – should be investigated, though in a fashion that would not alter their essential “village character” but only improve their ability to compete with the modern industries.
  

In Nehru’s viewpoint, industrialization on an all-India scale didn’t mean the replacement of people’s work with machines, like Gandhi thought, but rather the more effective utilization of India’s resources – both material and labour – through the mass-employment of people in the large variety of different industries. He regarded progress desirable in each economic sector, also in the village industries, which could be developed from their role as the provider of essential but simple commodities to a more varied scale of products. For Gandhi, progress, in the material sense, was not among his highly valued objectives, and he was rather an advocate of simplicity, which he connected with high standard of morality and considered to be an essential aspect of a society desiring to live in non-violence. Therefore, unlike Nehru, he wanted to introduce no machines in the villages if they were to replace human labour, but only if there was not enough manpower available to do some particular work. On the other hand, he welcomed the development of improved tools, showing that he was not totally against modernization, but only against exploitative modernization.

6. Conclusion





Gandhi’s vision of a future India, consisting of a federation of small but self-reliant village republics where a thousand-headed non-violent army of people would be actively and enthusiastically engaged in small projects, heading towards a society where the essentials of living would be provided for all, was considered by most of the Indian politicians as a sort of unrealistic utopia. Most of its aspects were regarded as impracticable, when taking into consideration that in the post-independence era India was increasingly trying to gain international prestige. However, in a country where a great majority of the population was living in backward villages, the least the prime minister could do was to include their economic development in his plans. When taking into consideration Nehru’s vision of an India representing the lead of a non-aligned bloc of Third World nations, it’s not difficult to understand why he, as an undeniable advocate of large-scale industrialization, was also willing to put effort to the small-scale projects that yielded results of much slighter recognition. Gandhi’s influence on Nehru, though, should not be underestimated, as it was he who drew young Nehru into real contact with the poor of India, and devoted his whole life to this mission of improving the lives of the underprivileged. However, only in his older age, after Gandhi had already passed away, did Nehru start to realize that he didn’t have the miraculous powers of transforming India from a backward society to an industrialized state, and that the basis of all development was at the very grass-root level.  

The major contradiction between Gandhi and Nehru in regard to their plans on the economic development of the villages arouse from their basic difference of opinion on the way the problems of India could be solved. Nehru wanted the villages to be effectively integrated into the industrial system of India, adopting its methods and equipment, and utilizing India’s resources according to their best capacity, as this was the way he envisaged India could rid itself of its prevailing problems. For Gandhi the villages represented, or he wanted them to represent, all the values he advocated and which he thought were the cornerstone of development: non-violence, asceticism, high degree of morality, and the value of each living creature as an essential part of the civilization. In the light of this viewpoint, Gandhi’s and Nehru’s actions and plans in regard to the economic development of the villages can be better understood, as, although they shared many common objectives, they were rarely of the same mind on the ways in which to achieve those goals. However, due to their close relationship, which had deepened in the course of the nationalist struggle, they were open to each other’s ideas to an extent that didn’t force them to deviate too extensively from their own fundamental principles. 

Gandhi’s ideas on the economic development of the villages were widely criticized by the advocates of modernization. Yet the failures of modern economic planning to rid India of the extreme poverty and the consequent problems might indicate that this was perhaps not the most successful path of development. Despite the assiduous development of India through five-year plans and through the adoption of the Western methods and equipment, 70 per cent of the inhabitants of India still lives in villages, and 30 per cent of the people lives below the poverty line.
 Perhaps Nehru would have needed to give a greater emphasis to the economic development of the villages right from the beginning, and thereby to build the basic foundation for further progress, rather than trying to unsuccessfully fuse into the industrial world right away. 
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