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I say “neo-Gandhian” because I believe that when we study Gandhi’s statements we 
should, as he himself did when studying the teachings of Muhammed, Jesus and Buddha, 
distinguish between the ‘permanent’ portions (precepts of enduring value) and the por-
tions “suited to the needs and requirements of the time”.  His own decisions as to what 
to say and do were always shaped in part by his sense of the current political and spiritual 
circumstances, and he didn’t worry about ensuring philosophical consistency with his 
statements made under different circumstances. (He called such consistency a “hob-
globin of  small minds”.)  He was very open-minded as a truth seeker and he told his 
would-be disciples (in 1940) to “Let Gandhism be destroyed if it stands for error”. (He 
said: “You are no followers, but fellow students…”.)  And, he would now and then in his 
last years say, “My life is my message” by way of declining to spell out any precept other 
than to consider the interests of the “poorest” and “weakest” people.  
 

In this talk I will suggest that the precept to take seriously the interests of the poorest 
and weakest people is crucial to 21st-century sustainability issues. But first I will describe 
an educative example, in regard to ecological economics, of a good Gandhian precept 
that can be improved upon in the 21st century:  
 

Joseph Kumarappa, the economist who initially fleshed out the concept of Gandhian 
economics, dwelt upon ecological issues in his book, Economy of Permanence (1945), 
and on one of the first few pages of that book he set out a novel concept of ‘perman-



ence’ in economic affairs; he said: “Human life rarely reaches even a hundred years while ... 
to measure the life of Nature will run into astronomical figures.... It is in this relative sense 
that we speak of 'an economy of permanence'.”  I like the way in which this concept of per-
manence differs from the notion of ‘eternity’, but I also think that we ought to tweak it by 
striving for economic ‘permanence’ in relation to ‘geological’ and survival-of-the-species 
‘biological’ timespans (rather than in relation to ‘astronomical’ timespans).   
 

Let me show you two slides which will clarify what I mean. They will list 14 big historical 
events and give (in scientific notation) approximate dates for how long ago they occurred 
(for example: “ 2 x 102 ” for the birth of industrial capitalism two centuries ago). (A difference 
between industrial and merely commercial capitalism is that the industrial kind may involve 
transporting raw materials for long distances whereas the merely commercial kind has to do 
with transporting products only.)  The first of the 14 events in the list – the origin some 4½ 
billion years ago of our planet – was astronomical; and, a certain astronomical fact (the fact 
that the Earth is the Sun’s only planet where photosynthesis occurs) is mentioned in my com-
ments on the fourth of my 14 events (the origin of photosynthesis some 2⅓ billion years ago); 
but the second event in my list – the formation of oceans on our planet – is a geological fact, 
not an astronomical one, and some of the other events on the first page of the list can more 
readily be tagged as ‘biological’ than as ‘geological’. Let’s look and see – and please notice 
that some of my parenthetical comments on the events bring out points that are related 
vitally to 21st-century ecological concerns.  



 



 

If you google “endosymbiosis” you can learn that it means symbiosis (i.e. harmonic reciprocity of ser-
vices rendered) within the body of an organism – and also that we humans thrive on endosymbiosis 
with “good bacteria” (as well as on symbiosis with domesticated plants and animals): a considerable 
portion of the cells at work beneficially inside your body have their own DNA, not yours. (New-born 
babies don’t have those good bacteria inside;  they scream not only when they’re hungry but also 
when they’re digesting milk and need to be burped and consoled for the pain of doing it without the 
assistance of helpful bacteria in their guts.) 

As we look now at the second page of my list of 14 big historical events, you will see that 

some of them took place so recently that we rightly regard them as part of ‘economic 

history’ and it would seem at first blush absurd to regard them as part of ‘biological’ or 

even ‘geological’ history, let alone ‘astronomical’:    





 

The present and clearly forthcoming geological consequences of industrial capitalism are 

so salient that the sustainability of Homo sapiens is now a significantly different kind of issue 

from what it was during Gandhi’s life. This is an illustrative sample of why 21st-century ‘neo-

Gandhian’ thought and action (as well as carefully chosen precepts preached by Gandhi 

himself) are needed for the sake of sustainability. (I mean the sustainability of Humankind. 

The planet could persevere without us just as well as it did without the dinosaurs.)  
 

However, the following remarks written by Kumarappa during World War II are still (I think) 

perfectly valid today:  
  

“The world possesses a certain stock or reservoir of such materials as coal, petroleum [and] ores 

or minerals like iron, copper, gold, etc. These, being available in fixed quantities, may be said to 

be ‘transient’, while the current of flowing water in a river or the constantly growing timber of 

a forest may be considered ‘permanent’ as their stock is inexhaustible in the service of man 

if only the flow or increase is taken advantage of.... Basing our life pattern on the economy of 

permanence paves the way for world peace, while the other [kind of economy, based on dwind-

ling sources of consumable energy and raw materials,] leads to disharmony, unhealthy competi-

tion, enmity and world wars.” 

You young folks may have to ponder and discuss and act in ways that were considered ex-

treme when I was your age many years ago. (I am 85 years old.) 



 

Some of my own radical thinking in the meantime has been stimulated by the persistent 

habit of numerous economics professors to teach that market-price ‘supply-and-demand’ 

forces ensure the best outcome for the nation’s citizens. In reality, the people whose wel-

fare is most at stake in the long term can’t bid in the market: they are little children, or 

are not yet born. Only an economics professor or a dimwit could suppose that the market 

provides information about their ecological preferences and needs.  

20th-century parents, aunties and uncles, grandparents, and governments failed to be 

good trustees protecting, for their own children and grandchildren and for future citizens 

at large, a modicum of natural resources. Here is a list of some ways in which Humankind 

has thereby caused a precipitously destructive degradation of its natural environment:  

(1) Depleting our nonrenewable stock of fossil fuels at a rate bound to cause them to be ex-
hausted in a matter of decades from now. (The supply of coal may last for a century or two.)  

(2) Depleting the mineral ores and thus dispersing the Earth’s economically valuable mineral 
resources so much that the ‘energy-cost’ of re-concentrating and re-purifying them for repeated 
industrial use may become prohibitive in a matter of decades. 

(A British economist 150 years ago, John Stuart Mill, argued for a “stationary-state” economy – 
that is, with stable amounts of population and of capital stock. He said this would be compatible 
with moral and social progress; the economy could become better without getting bigger. He  

 



 

didn’t understand that Humankind, even if it were stable in numbers and in the rate of per-capita 
use of resources, would empty out the Earth’s ‘buckets’ of non-renewable natural resources. 
We can’t have a really sustainable way of life until it’s all based on renewables. Given that fact, 
what do you make of the fashionable term, “sustainable development”?) 

(3) Environmentally damaging displacements of H2O from glaciers to the ocean (Goodbye, Ban-
gladesh!) – and of SiO2 (i.e. sand) from (a) beneath the topsoil in river valleys to (b) the concrete 
in our pavements, walls, etc. A valley blessed with a river is naturally green because some of 
the river’s water is diffused sideways through sand that’s there beneath the soil along the river-
banks. (Walk on a moist beach and you’ll see, around your footsteps, how much water the sand 
takes and holds.) The more sand is removed from beneath the soil, the more of the river’s water 
will go directly down the river and thus less to the fields in the valley. 

(4) Using up the renewable natural resources faster than Earth renews them. Some examples 
are the wood and greenery in forests, the micro-nutrient components of agricultural soils, rivers 
no longer flowing as far as the sea, and water-tables sinking deeper and deeper underground. 

(5) Climate changes that are beginning to play havoc with agriculture and to cause more and 
more destructive fires, tornados etc. This will get worse. How much worse will depend on what 
is done very soon – by governments and corporations and other NGOs and households and indi-
viduals – to mitigate the amounts of ‘greenhouse gasses’ in the air. 



 

(6) Polluting our soil, water and air: stocking them with excessive amounts of poisonous chemi-
cals. (From time immemorial there has been some mercury in the sea; it was only when the 
amount became so much that the fish became poisonous for us eat that we began to say that 
the sea was “polluted with mercury”. From time immemorial there has been some soot in 
the air; it’s only when we can’t breathe into our lungs the oxygen that we need without also 
breathing in a noticeable amount of soot that we say the air is polluted with soot. And so on….) 

(7) Causing extinctions of biological species at a rate which could risk the survival of our own 
species (Homo sapiens) within a century or two.  
 

(While addressing any one of these various ways in which Humankind has recently 

caused a precipitously destructive degradation of its natural environment, we 

should try not to ignore too much the others.) 

Let me come now to some neo-Gandhian views of how it would be sensible to feel 

and think and act under these deeply unprecedented circumstances. I am from the 

USA and will cite some remarks from two of my compatriots (who happen, however, 

to have been just as dark-skinned as Gandhi was).  I will sketch out just a couple of 

basic aspects of what I think would be a neo-Gandhian framework for maintaining 

the sustainability of Homo sapiens.  The vital details and nuances will be up to you 

to decide and act upon.



 

(1) Kurt Vonnegut (1922-2008) was a brilliant writer who said (in 1959) that “A pur-

pose of human life, no matter who is controlling it, is to love whoever is around to be 

loved.” He didn’t call himself a Gandhian (as far as I know) but I think this notion of 

human purpose harmonizes with Gandhi’s precept of taking seriously the interests of 

the poorest and weakest people.* It also suggests something important about how 

to cope intelligently with such environmental issues as epidemics, dangerous filth in 

buildings and streets, and pollution in the atmosphere. Problems of that kind can be 

mitigated vastly by improving the epidemiological and hygienic living-conditions of 

the poorest and weakest people. 

 

_________ 

*An aspect of Gandhi’s own concern for mitigating the sufferings of the weakest people is his approval of 

euthanasia. In 1928 he ordered it to be applied to a calf which was quite apparently suffering a lot of pain. 
His approval of its use on humans was unequivocally clear and was categorical in regard to cases where 
“recovery is out of the question and the patient is lying in an unconscious state in the throes of agony”. 
(I think he didn’t really mean that if a human patient is in the throes of agony and if recovery is out of the 
question, then a conscious state should be a bar to administering euthanasia to that patient if (s)he has 
expressed a clear and sane wish for it. Dignity in death is part of one’s dignity in life.) 



 

(2) In 2005 Kurt Vonnegut described in The New Yorker (a weekly magazine for cosmo-

politan readers) some of a private conversation* that he had had – during a party hosted 

by a greedy billionaire – with a fellow Black American writer, Joseph Heller (1923-1999), 

whose novel, Catch-22 (1961), had been a best-seller (and still is today; more than ten 

million copies have been sold): 
 
    Kurt: “How does it make you feel to know that our host only yesterday [i.e., in just one 
                day] may have made more money than Catch-22 has earned in its entire history?” 

Joseph: “I’ve got something he can never have.” 

    Kurt:  “What on earth could that be, Joe?” 

Joseph:  “The knowledge that I’ve got enough.” 

 

Yes! To be satisfied with your income (if you have one) or wealth when it is sufficient 

to meet your material needs can be a step toward reducing the rate of the damage you 

may be inflicting on the prospects of sustainability for the poorest and weakest folks 

and for Homo sapiens altogether.  
 

_________ 

 * See https://genius.com/Kurt-vonnegut-joe-heller-annotated. 



 

Those two precepts – to take into account the interests of the poorest and weakest, and  

to know when your supply of money is adequate for meeting  your material needs that 

you can’t meet by non-monetary means – provide a good deal of a neo-Gandhian frame-

work for sustainability.  

 

 

Let me now, time permitting, add three appendices to this talk. The first one will have to 

do with the fact that modern technology can render the productive capacity of honestly 

done paid labor vastly greater than was the case before the development of industrial 

capitalism. (Think of how much faster an airplane or a motorcycle can deliver things than 

a stagecoach or a wheelbarrow can.)  



Appendix 1  
 

Under 21st-century technological conditions, a mere tenth or so of the adult population 

in each ‘developed’ national economy can, as full-time hired labor, provide all the mar-

ketable material needs of the nation’s entire population. So, the problem of massive ‘un-

employment’ – and in particular of adults seeking but not finding honest full-time paid 

work – is going to persist in those economies. So I believe that the national government 

of each affluent country ought to give a fortnightly boost of temporary income to all its 

adult citizens (or at least to all its naturally female adult citizens) who are willing to ad-

mit publicly that they need it. It should be done by putting it automatically into individ-

ual bank-accounts established automatically by the government for each adult citizen lo-

cated within the geographical boundaries of the nation; and if (s)he doesn’t spend that 

money within a fortnight on marketed goods, it should automatically go back into the 

government’s coffers so that (his or) her use of it can be only for preventing immediate 

destitution, not for building up a nest-egg.  And I think (as did Milton Friedman when he 

advocated in 1980 the use in the USA of such a ‘Universal Basic Income’) that it should 

amount to less than the total (s)he needs to prevent destitution, so that an incentive 

to engage in part-time paid labor remains present even among very poor folks. (People 

doing honest part-time paid labor can be just as dignified as full-time paid employees.)    

    



 
Footnote to Appendix 1: Some Weblinks to further information re: Universal Basic Income (UBI). 
 

•  https://basicincome.org/. This is the Website of the Basic Income Earth Network (BIEN), a first-rate NGO. 
(I and one of its leaders co-authored in 2014 (with James Farmelant) an article, entitled “Ecologically Dangerous Patri-

otism”, in the Journal of Social and Political Studies (Allahabad); see https://research.abo.fi/en/publications/ecologically-dangerous-

patriotism  and  www.academia.edu/4727995/Ecologically_dangerous_patriotism.)   

 

•  http://www.mainstreamweekly.net/article10149.html. Here you can find the text of an article by Pulin B. 

Nayak (formerly the Director of the Delhi School of Economics) and me, published in Mainstream journal 

and entitled “Universal Basic Income in India Too? A Dialogue.”   

 

•  https://mgmu.ac.in/wp-content/uploads/how-about-a-ubi-funded-by-levies-on-every-way-of-destroying-

our-heritage-of-natural-resources.pdf.  Here you can find a text by me with a very long title: “How About a 

UBI Funded by Levies on Every Way of Destroying our Heritage of Natural Resources?, or : Universal Basic 

Income (UBI), funded by steep Pigouvian taxation, as a way of (1) converting destitution into decent pov-

erty, (2) reducing the financial anxieties of the precariat, and (3) promoting wise behaviour vis à vis the 

natural resources of the Earth.”  This publication includes a Foreword by Herman Daly (the preëminent 

late-20th- and early-21st-century ecological economist) in which Daly said: “While [the] policy proposals 

are designed to fit India, a country about which I unfortunately know little, I find the logic of [the] pro-

posals so compelling that I would advocate something similar for the USA.” 

 

 

https://basicincome.org/
https://research.abo.fi/en/publications/ecologically-dangerous-patriotism
https://research.abo.fi/en/publications/ecologically-dangerous-patriotism
http://www.academia.edu/4727995/Ecologically_dangerous_patriotism
http://www.mainstreamweekly.net/article10149.html
https://mgmu.ac.in/wp-content/uploads/how-about-a-ubi-funded-by-levies-on-every-way-of-destroying-our-heritage-of-natural-resources.pdf
https://mgmu.ac.in/wp-content/uploads/how-about-a-ubi-funded-by-levies-on-every-way-of-destroying-our-heritage-of-natural-resources.pdf


Appendix 2 
 

One might suppose that since the sustainability of Homo sapiens as a biological species 

is a concern of worldwide import, the International Court of Justice could be a suitable 

place to adjudicate issues related directly to that concern. However, the attempt would 

probably fail to yield fair results, because that Court routinely observes the legal princi-

ple of ‘stare decisis ’ –  i.e. of ruling (on every detail) according to precepts that have 

been applied in ‘analogous’ previous legal cases – and none of those cases have been 

adjudicated under the deeply unprecedented conditions described in this talk. The 

principle of ruling ‘ex aequo et bono’ – i.e. on the basis of what the tribunal believes 

would be fair and equitable in the case at hand – is permitted (by Article 38(1) of the 

Statute of the International Court of Justice) only in cases where “the parties [disputing 

the case] agree thereto”. To get them to agree about that  would probably entail direct 

international negotiating between the parties themselves. Humankind’s efforts to pro-

mote its own sustainability as a biological species should therefore focus on negotiations 

between national governments. 
 

(A synonym in French for “ex aequo et bono” is “amiable compositeur”. The French 

phrase happens to describe what Gandhi envisaged as his role in the final phase – the 

phase of friendly negotiations and win-win compromises – of a political satyagraha 

campaign.)  



Appendix 3 

Rational thinking underlaid the use in the last 200 years of fossil fuels to build up unpreced-
ented levels of prosperity based on modern industry. But a result now of that rationalism 
is an existential threat to Humankind due to rampant climate change.  

And, rational nationalistic thinking underlaid the invention of nuclear weaponry in the USA 
in the 1940s and has meanwhile prompted the decisions of various national leaders to 
equip their armed forces with such weapons. An unforeseen consequence of that rational-
ism is the threat of a nuclear apocalypse destroying Humankind. 

The development and maintenance of dangerous nuclear weaponry is lavishly funded, but 
Humankind’s efforts to mitigate the climate change have been very inadequately funded. 
An improvement of this scenario via negotiating for an international “Nukes-for-Climate 
Swap Agreement” is currently being proposed by Carlos Alvarado Quesada, who was the 
President of Costa Rica from 2018 until a few months ago when his constitutionally limited 
term ended. He now serves at Tufts University as the Professor of Practice of Diplomacy.*  

 

_________ 
*I recently helped his Research Assistant there, Rahul Desarda, draft (at Quesada’s request) a 650-word account 

in English of the proposal. (Rahul is 23 years old; Quesada, 42.) This appendix to my talk is derived from that draft.  



 

Prof. Quesada thinks that the nine ’nuclear’ nations might, as a result of such negotia-
tions, gradually transfer their investment expenditures on those weapons to their own 
respective climate-change-mitigation initiatives.  

Although the idea may seem idealistic given the current geopolitical situation, it could gain 
a modicum of political traction because of an underlying feasibility and its novelty suited to 
current conditions. Humankind’s experience has been that states do not overwhelmingly 
contribute to common funds for a global crisis; national government leaders swear to serve 
the interests, not of Humankind, but only of their respective nations; yet the distinction 
between these two kinds of interest melts when the issues are winding down the world’s 
arsenal of nuclear weaponry and mitigating climate change and its devastating effects. 

The ‘nuclear’ nations will surely not abolish nuclear weapons in the near future. But con-
certed diplomatic efforts to reduce the financing of those dangerous weapons could help 
bring their governments to the negotiation table – and then to start with a non-binding 
agreement could set into motion a series of discussions that could readily yield more signi-
ficant diplomatic results later and could meanwhile help prevent an otherwise imminent 
nuclear apocalypse. The negotiations could eventually pave the way for a binding treaty 
(somewhat like the 2015 Paris Agreement and the 2022 COP Agreement in Montreal).  



 

The Nukes-for-Climate Swap Agreement would be strategically in line with previous mech-
anisms between the USA and Russia to limit nuclear proliferation. Those mechanisms have 
included the 2010 Treaty on Measures for the Further Reduction and Limitation of Strategic 
Offensive Arms and the now defunct 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty. Both 
treaties were limited in scope but achieved commendable results nevertheless, and yet did 
not vest power in an international organization but relied instead on trust between sove-
reign nations. 

Policymaking and cultural capacity-building have to go hand in hand. A nukes-for-climate 
swap agreement must be complemented by actionable recommendations traversing the 
terrains of law, policy, and governance to bring together states, NGOs and worldwide civil 
society. But since the critical problem in global climate governance is not due to gaps in the 
natural scientists’ understanding of details, we can with a modicum of political will muster 
courageous leadership to solve it. The international negotiations would be troublesome, 
but less so than dealing with unmitigated threats of nuclear apocalypse and of rampant 
climate change – and would yield win-win results. 

 

Thank you for your attention. 



 


