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There has been a general dearth of academic research so far on Gandhi‟s Constructive 

Programme. The present article is an attempt in its modest form in that direction by trying to 

retrieve and sustain the rationale of Gandhi‟s views within the framework of contemporary 

discourses revolving around modern Indian history. Considered as a solution to the social and 

economic problems of rural India, the programme included national schools, the promotion of 

Khadi and other cottage crafts, sustained anti-liquor campaign and social work among low castes 

and untouchables with a sharply focused attention on eradication of untouchability. 

The Constructive Programme may otherwise and more fittingly be called construction of 

Poorna Swaraj or Complete Independence by truthful and non-violent means.
1
 Gandhi proceeds 

further and elaborates that complete independence through truth and non-violence means the 

independence of every unit, be it the humblest of the nation, without distinction of race, colour or 

creed.
2
Therefore, in his views, Complete Independence will be complete only to the extent of our 

approach in practice to truth and non-violence.
3
 

It was during Non-cooperation Movement of 1920 that Gandhi adopted Constructive 

Programme as a method of Satyagraha for the first time on a wide scale.
4
 The Gandhian 

programme of village reconstruction through self-help constituted the core of the Constructive 

Programme. It envisaged an economic revival through the spinning wheel and hand-woven cloth 

(Charkha and Khadi), Panchayats or arbitration courts, national schools and campaigns for 

Hindu-Muslim unity and against the evils of liquor and untouchability.  

                                                            
1 Gandhi, M.K., Constructive Programme Its Meaning and Place, Navajivan Trust, Ahmedabad, First 

Edition in 1941, Revised and enlarged edition in 1945, p.5. 
2 Ibid., 
3 Ibid., 
4 Mishra, Anil Dutta, Reading Gandhi, Pearson, 2012, Delhi, p. 210. 
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It is also pertinent to mention here that the emphasis in Gandhi‟s Constructive 

Programme was always on unifying views and in trying to cut across or reconcile class divisions. 

At the same time, Gandhi deserves all credit for bringing the issue of untouchability to the 

forefront of national politics for the very first time.
5
 Constructive Programme was not conceived 

by Gandhi in a single day. In fact,it took several years to give shape and form to the programme.
6
 

In other words, Gandhi‟s advocacy of a different method of struggle and his criticism of all those 

who advocated violence was rooted in an entirely different conception of the colonial state. 

„British domination‟, wrote Gandhi, „has been as much sustained by British arms as it has been 

through the legislatures, distribution of titles, the law-courts, the educational institutions, the 

financial policy and the like.‟
7
 Hence, the real struggle for the overthrow of imperialism was to 

uproot British prestige and moral authority. „The Congress‟, writes „Pattabhi Sitaramayya..... had 

fairly early recognized- indeed so early as in 1920-21 that in fighting the British for power, the 

Congress had also to take on hand a constructive programme in order to reconquer India from the 

British who had through a century‟sconscious and deliberate striving, effected a moral and 

spiritual, economic and social conquest as well not merely a political and territorial conquest.‟
8
 

In any situation of uncertainty, Constructive Programme appeared to be the real solution 

for Gandhi as he reiterated that, „the more the progress of the Constructive Progamme, the 

greater is there a chance for civil disobedience.‟
9
 The Mahatma knew that many a Congressman 

did not realize„the essential connection‟ between the Constructive Programme and civil 

disobedience for Swaraj. „Trust begotten in the pursuit of continuous constructive work, 

therefore, is for a non-violent army what drilling etc., is for an army designed for bloody warfare. 

Individual civil disobedience among an unprepared people and by leaders not known to or 

trusted by them is of no avail and mass civil disobedience is an impossibility.‟
10

 

                                                            
5 Sarkar, Sumit, Modern India 1885-1947, New Delhi, Macmillan, 1983, p. 209. 
6 Mishra, Anil Dutta, op. cit., p. 212. 
7 Gandhi, M.K., The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, vol. LXVI, p. 104. 
8 Sitaramayya, B. Pattabhi, The History of the Indian National Congress, 1935-47, Delhi; 1969, p.6. 
9 Home Department, Political, File 18-II, Fortnightly Report for 1929 and 1930; January(1),     

National Archives of India(NAI), New Delhi. 
10 Gandhi, M.K., Young India, 9thFebruary 1930: quoted in B.N. Pande (ed.),A Centenary History of 

the Indian National Congress, Vol. II, XXIV.The conception of Constructive Programme as a 

necessary part of preparation of war was also emphasized by J.B. Kripalani in his speech at the 
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The main idea behind the Constructive Progamme was to prepare the masses for a 

psychological transformation. This constituted what N.N. Mitra called the „inner side‟ of the 

Constructive Programme: „On the inner side, it means the psychological education and moral 

training of the masses and classes whereby (1) they became conscious of their individual and 

group limitations; (2) they feel an urge to outgrow those limitations; (3) they have an 

appreciation of the means and methods by which the limitations can be outgrown; and (4) they 

create and develop conditions- in terms of organized ideas, feelings, character and conduct-

favourable to a successful employment of those means and methods.
11

 

It has been very aptly remarked by Anthony J. Parel that,“while Hind Swaraj gives the 

general outline of Gandhi‟s political philosophy, the „Constructive Progamme‟ originally 

addressed to the members of the Indian National Congress, discusses some of the concrete steps 

by which that philosophy may be implemented. The value of this document lies in the fact that it 

illustrates the point that according to Gandhi every sound political philosophy ought to have its 

corresponding constructive programme- one that contributes to the betterment of the lives of 

members of civil society.”
12

Keeping in view the spirit of Gandhi‟s strategy to develop 

Constructive Programme as a definite method of achieving complete independence, the Congress 

Working Committee which met at Wardha on June 12-13, 1934 adopted the following 

resolution:  

(a) production of Khaddar though self-spinning, 

(b) removal of untouchability, 

(c) promotion of inter-communal unity, 

(d) promotion of total abstinence from intoxicating drinks and drugs and advocacy of 

prohibition, 

(e) Promotion of education on national lines, 

(f) Promotion of development of useful small industries, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
Lucknow session of the Indian National Congress. See S.G. Zaidi and A.M. Zaidi (eds.), The 

Encyclopedia of the Indian National Congress, Vol. 10, p. 48. 
11 Mitra, N.N., The Indian Annual Register, July-December 1935, Vol. 2, p. 54. 
12 Parel, Anthony J., Gandhi ‘Hind Swaraj’ and other writings, Cambridge University Press, First 

Published 1997, p. 170. 
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(g) Organization and reconstruction of village life in its economic, educational, social 

and hygienic aspects, 

(h) Spread of useful knowledge among the adult population in the villages, 

(i) organization of industrial labour, 

(j) and such other activities as may commend themselves to Congress workers and 

organizations, which are not inconsistent with the Congress objective or general 

policy and which will not involve any form of civil resistance.
13

 However, the 

Constructive Programme found its clear and fully developed form in the post-

individual Satyagraha period of December 1941. It was during this period that 

Gandhi expounded his entire philosophy of Constructive Programme and 

published a 25 page booklet entitled ‘Constructive Programme.’
14

 In 1941 Gandhi 

had listed the following thirteen items:  

- communal unity, 

- removal of untouchability, 

- prohibition, 

- khadi, 

- other village industries, 

- village sanitation, 

- New or Basic Education, 

- Adult education  

- Women, 

- Education in health and hygiene, 

- Provincial languages, 

- National language, 

- Economic equality. 

 

 

                                                            
13 Mitra, N.N., op. cit., July-December 1934, vol. 2, pp. 221-22. 
14 Mishra, op. cit., 
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In 1945, Gandhi added the following items : 

- Kisans, 

- Labour, 

- Adivasis, 

- Lepers, 

- Students. 

Thus, Gandhi evolved a strategy and consistently argued that indulgence in violence was to fall 

into the trap of the state. Moreover, he was fully aware of the fact that the British were ruling 

India as much by arms as consent through the legislatures, distribution of titles, the law-courts, 

the educational institutions and the financial policies. In other words, they were holding India not 

merely by force but also by their ideological influence over the heads and hearts of Indians of all 

classes and communities. „Without challenging this hegemony, which had created fear and 

inferiority among the Indians‟, Bhagwan Josh argues, „India could not be freed.‟
15

 He takes his 

arguments further and derives the crux of Gandhi‟s strategy in his fight against British 

imperialism with Constructive Programme having a pivotal role in it. Josh argues, „Gandhi came 

to the conclusion that this hegemony (influence, authority) could not be eroded without building 

powerful but peaceful mass movements on a vast scale and combining these with on a vast scale 

and combining these with continuous and consistent work among those whose sympathies and 

active support would be earnestly required. Thus was evolved the two pronged strategy- as 

opposed to the colonial state‟s dual policy of reform and repression- of launching mass upsurges 

and Constructive Programme.
16

 

Gandhi‟s Constructive Programme is a product of his conversations with some of the co-workers 

in Sevagram. He explained to them the connection between the Constructive Programme and 

                                                            
15 Josh Bhagwan, A History of the Indian Communists from United Front to Left Front, Sage, New 

Delhi, 2011, p. 384. 
16 Ibid., 
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civil disobedience and how to implement the former. ForGandhi, civil disobedience without the 

Constructive Programme would be like a paralyzed hand attempting to lift a spoon.
17

 

 It has to be remembered that Gandhi consciously used Constructive Programme with 

deep conviction as an important tool of civil disobedience at a juncture when Indian nationalism 

was in considerable disarray after the collapse of the Non-cooperation Movement. After his 

release from prison in February 1924, he had thrown himself body and soul into the pursuit of his 

Constructive Programme, concentrating on Swadeshi, especially through the promotion of Khadi 

(hand-spun and hand-woven cloth), Hindu-Muslim unity and the removal of untouchability. 

Gandhi also preached temperance and the need for educating the poor. His major objective was 

to reach the villages, and he combined extensive tours with careful organizational work, building 

up bodies such as the Khadi Board. By the year 1928, Gandhi had built up a network of centers 

and volunteers throughout India, giving him practical access to hundreds of thousands of the 

rural poor. Here lies the significance of Constructive Programme of Gandhi in his scheme of 

things leading to the evolution of a new mode of struggle which encompasses „Satyagraha‟ and a 

new type of cadre- Satyagrahi, an idea further elaborated by Gandhi in the process of building 

counter-hegemony which was a complicated and quite difficult task.  

  

                                                            
17 Gandhi, op. cit., 1945, p. 29.  
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