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According to Gandhi, nonviolent social change requires building a new society in the shell of the old, which
he termed constructive programme. 'Nonviolence for Gandhi was more than just a technique of struggle or a
strategy for resisting military aggression,' Robert Burrowes explains in his 1995 study, The Strategy of
Nonviolent Defense: A Gandhian Approach. Rather, 'it was intimately related to the wider struggle for social
justice, economic self-reliance, and ecological harmony as well as the quest for self-realization.' As Burrowes
describes it: 'For the individual, constructive programme meant increased power-from-within through the
development of personal identity, self-reliance, and fearlessness. For the community, it meant the creation of
a new set of political, social, and economic relations'. In cases where political revolutions have taken place
but the population was not organised to exercise self-determination, creating a new society has been
extremely difficult, and a new dictatorship usurping power has too often resulted.

 

Gandhi posited three elements needed for social transformation: personal transformation, political action, and
constructive programme. He saw them as intertwined, all equally necessary to achieve social change. The
core elements that Gandhi saw as necessary for transforming and liberating India involved programmes to
embody equality, liberate education, promote economic self-reliance, and create a clean environment.
Equality meant creating ashrams, political campaigns, and cooperative enterprises across social divides. They
would cut through communal lines (Hindu/Muslim/Sikh, etc.), gender inequality, and caste
distinctions—especially 'untouchability'—and include members of the 'hill tribes' and people suffering from
leprosy. Gandhi began education projects: literacy campaigns to promote basic reading and math skills,
political education, knowledge about health, and nonviolence training for students. His economic self-
reliance campaigns involved, most famously, spinning homemade cloth, which was done throughout India. A
constructive programme that was often done collectively, it was also a campaign of non-cooperation with
Indians’ systematic dependency on the British for cloth. Economic self-reliance also involved diversifying
crops, creating village industries, and developing labour unions. Environmental efforts involved the whole
community in village sanitation, which meant, for Hindus, overtly flouting caste norms.

The process of working on constructive programme has fundamental benefits, the first of which is providing
immediate assistance to those in greatest need. As people come together in community, not individual,
action, they build constituencies for social change. Gandhi saw constructive programme as training for civil
disobedience, which often included non-cooperation. Constructive work provides opportunities to develop
the skills needed to build a new society.

 

https://www.nonviolence.wri-irg.org/en/node/3855


Examples of Constructive Programmes

Colombia

Since the year 2000, Sincelejo, a small Caribbean town in Colombia, has been the second largest city
receiving displaced people from the Colombian conflict. The youth in this town have faced forced
recruitment by the state army, the rebel groups, and the paramilitary. Many of them have joined these forces
because of economic reasons, to support their families. The conscientious objection group from Sincelejo
started creating alternatives against forced recruitment, first by giving workshops on peace culture,
nonviolence, and conscientious objection. Then, as they realised that economics were a main reason why the
youth in Sincelejo were recruited, they started creating economic alternatives by forming their own small
enterprises. The group now produces cartons and boxes, organic vegetables, margarine, t-shirts, and bakery
goods which bring an income to them and their families. The main aims of these effort are:

to prevent the recruitment of youth
to form a support network to prevent forced recruitment
to form youngsters in nonviolent methods for resolving conflicts
to come up with economic strategies to support the basic needs of their families.

Kenya

Far-sighted as is Wangari Maathai, the founder of the Green Belt movement in Kenya, not even she could see
in 1976 where a simple constructive activity such as tree-planting would lead. She first proposed this to the
Kenyan National Council of Women as an activity to carry out in cooperation with the government forestry
commission that provided the seeds. Through this, she argued, women could address some of the economic
problems urgently affecting their lives. She had no idea that the expansion of this network would lead in the
1990s to the Green Belt Movement being in the forefront of national campaigns against corruption and for
multi-party democracy, in which she herself was beaten and jailed, or that later that she would be a leading
spokeswoman in the world campaign to write off 'third world' debt.

United States

The nonviolence movement in the West has not emphasised constructive programme, but has focused more
on protest, yet examples of constructive programmes in the United States include community land trusts for
permanently affordable housing, worker-owned cooperatives, battered women’s shelters and rape crisis
centres, an amplified interest in alternative public schools, urban gardens, local food production without
pesticides, the viral spread of free and open-source software and art, and affordable renewable energy.
Constructive programme is more than constructing new things. Many aspects of Gandhi’s program focused
on moving toward equality. In the United States that means serious anti-oppression work, as well as dealing
with economic inequalities. While there is poverty in the United States and a growing gap between the rich
and the poor, constructive programmes need to support reducing materialistic consumption.
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