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Editorial

INDIA WENT FOR the 2024 Lok Sabha election, spanning two months,
which was marred by a high degree of polarisation. However, the
Indian voters again demonstrated that democracy was still vibrant.
The election showed that the polarisation rhetoric cannot sway people
for too long. There was no opposition for the last ten years, creating
a situation where effective scrutiny of government policies was
impossible. The bold claim that the government would return with a
thumping majority of over 400 seats and the arrogance surrounding
such a claim did not go down well with the voters. Too much focus
on homogeneity will not work in India, which is trying to build civic
nationalism amid the diversity existing in the country. The Indian
constitution promises to make it happen. The speculation that a future
BJP-led government with the necessary parliamentary majority would
change the constitution influenced many voters. Dalits have shifted
significantly away from the BJP due to concerns that a government
led by the BJP with a sizable majority would deny them the long-
standing reservations they enjoy. The party’s fortunes came to be
centred on the prime minister and the credibility of his guarantees.
Such a presidential-type election has been a feature during the last
ten years. The RSS seemingly was less involved in the one-person-
centred election campaign. While the ruling BJP has been critical of
the dynastic politics of the Congress, the efforts to bring uniformity
all around and the attempt to detract the voters from the main issues,
such as price rise and unemployment, by stirring their atavistic
sentiments through communal polarization during the campaign did
not bear fruit in many states. The prime minister will have to work
with the coalition partners more than ever. This would mean more
moderate policies as during the Vajpayee era. Whether the Prime
Minister with no experience running coalitions will rise to the occasion
is for the future to decide.

The opposition has been gracious enough to acknowledge that
they do not have the necessary numbers to marshal a majority, which
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is also a positive development. The opposition also demonstrated
unprecedented unity and ability to compromise during seat-sharing
talks. We need a politics of compassion and inclusion, not one where
political adversaries are seen antagonistically. Intimidation and arrest
of opposition politicians in the election run-up did not seem to have
enthused the electorate. The prime minister’s silence on the Manipur
issue seemed to have influenced the election results in the Northeast.

The Election Commission also seemingly lost its credibility among
a sizeable segment of people, given its tendency to ignore polarizing
speeches of the Prime Minister. The major media channels have been
converted into BJP propaganda tools during the last ten years. There
was an obvious bias in the mainstream media against the opposition
during the election campaign. When national parties resort to a high
degree of exclusiveness by denying nominations to specific
communities, the fragile consociational arrangements that have kept
our polity so far break down. Some would think that the elections
have stopped the democratic backsliding witnessed in the country
during the last ten years. However, a sizeable number of voters still
believe in strong leadership, even at the expense of democracy, which
is a worrying phenomenon.

We must also devolve more powers to the states and the local
governments to make the democratic commitment more real. A
coalition government is likely to be more friendly towards the states
but may neglect the question of decentralization of power altogether.

This special issue is devoted to the Gandhian approach to tribal
and ethnic conflicts. Devendraraj Madhanagopal of XIM University,
Odisha, is the issue’s guest editor.   I am thankful to him for bringing
together scholars from Asia and beyond with divergent experiences
and perspectives to reflect on the theme and for shouldering the
responsibility of editing their contributions competently.

JOHN S. MOOLAKKATTU

Chief Editor
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  Introduction

Bridging divisions - Gandhian
approach to tribal conflicts

Devendraraj Madhanagopal

Bridging divisions: Addressing persistent tribal/ethnic conflicts

THE CORE VALUE, virtue, and potential strength of Mahatma
Gandhi laid in his ability to achieve reconciliation through dialogue
and negotiation with the opponents.¹ As Parekh highlights, Gandhi
firmly believed in the potential of reason and the inherent goodwill
of humans to resolve conflicts through rational discussions and open-
mindedness, no matter how significant they might be. In his words
to describe Gandhi’s thoughts: “However degenerate or dogmatic a human
being might be, he had a soul, and hence the capacity to feel for other human
beings and acknowledge their common humanity.”¹

From early May of 2023 until now, while I am writing this in mid-
June 2024 – Manipur, the Northeastern State of India, has been
witnessing large-scale violence and restlessness between the Meitei
Community, who predominately lives in the Imphal valley and the
Kuki tribal community, who prehistorically based in the surrounding
hills. Though there were several historical and long-standing factors
behind the conflicts, the key reason for the origin of the violent conflict
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was the demand for “Scheduled Tribe” status made by the dominant
Meitei people. This demand made the Kuki tribal group furious, and
they held the organized protest march, which resulted in violent clashes
between the two groups, and it resulted in endless large-scale
violence, human loss, assets loss, and large-scale forceful displacement
in more than half of the districts of the state of Manipur in the
following months. The International Humanitarian Analysis
Organization, ACAPS, presented alarming figures of affected victims,
reporting 70 deaths and 45,000 people displaced as of May 12, 2023.²
As per the report submitted by the Manipur Government to the
Supreme Court, between May 3, 2023, and July 4, 2023, 142 deaths,
numerous cases of arson, destruction of houses (private) and public
property, and forceful displacement in Manipur as the result of
violence.³ On August 5, 2023, Reuters reported that there were 180
deaths, with thousands of people fleeing their homes.4 By the end of
August 2023, there have been new outbreaks of violence in Manipur.5

This highlights the significant challenges the state still faces in
achieving lasting peace and reconciliation.

Identity, ethnicity, and conflict: Conflicts amongst the communities
in India and beyond

Ethnic violence is not limited to Manipur or Northeastern India alone.
In fact, throughout human history worldwide, there have been
numerous instances of ethnic conflicts and their ensuing violent
consequences.6 In pre and post-independent India, inter-tribal conflicts
have been a recurring issue throughout history. There have been several
reasons for these inter-tribal conflicts, including competition over
resources, historical grievances (and enmity), territorial disputes,
cultural variations, mythological stories, and political disputes. These
conflicts often ended up in clashes, violence, loss of lives, property
loss, and forceful displacement. Inter-tribal frictions and conflicts in
India have been documented and discussed.7

Jayaram provides a comprehensive survey of the concept of
“identity” and its interplay with ethnicity, community, caste/tribe,
religion, and ethnicity in the context of India and examines past and
ongoing conflicts driven by these factors.8  He argues that community
identities have not been weakened despite the advent of globalization
and its outcomes, such as increased modernism, advancements in
information technology, and the transformation of capitalism. Instead,
he cites Castells (1997) to argue that there has been a surge in diverse,
powerful expressions of collective identity that counteract the forces
of globalization and cosmopolitanism. These diverse expressions are
rooted in different socio-historical contexts and manifest in the form
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of the emergence of reactive movements centred around God, religion,
ethnicity, family, or locality. As Jayaram highlights, though community
identity provides solidarity and strong social networks to the
communities, the negative implications of community identity have
attracted more scholarly attention. India, the democratic state, and
her nature of democratic politics also provide delicate situations in
many instances of not acting as an impartial referee to the conflicts
among communities; in some cases, the state also sided with one
community over the other/s. By discussing this, he underscores that
much needs to be studied in these fields, and there is a strong need
for more scholarly attention both at the broadest and ground level.
At the ground level, he highlights the changing nature of inter-caste
relations (hierarchy/identity/tribe), comparative analysis of inter-
community relations, identity articulations, and gender dimensions
in inter-community (and caste) relations. Also, Jayaram and his co-
authors (and editors) also extensively discussed the social, political,
and cultural conflicts in India, including communal riots, ethnic
violence, and caste conflicts.9

Kolås explores the ethnic violence (armed) and conflict dynamics
of Northeast India, particularly in states like Assam, Meghalaya,
Nagaland, Manipur, Mizoram, Tripura, and Arunachal Pradesh.¹0

Summarizing the historical backgrounds of the political landscape,
ethnic rivalry, identity politics, governance issues, and the complicating
history of the turmoil over the decades in Northeastern states of India,
Kolås listed various reasons for ethnic conflicts and resulting violence
(including armed). They are as follows: history of hatred for various
local/regional reasons, changing demography, migrant encroachment,
resources war, alienation of their native lands, vote bank politics,
failure to address economic disparities, bad/corrupted governance,
lack of development and infrastructural facilities, competition for
government (employment) posts, unemployment, security failures,
violation of traditional/customary laws, and lack of accountability.
Hassan argues that the contestations and violent conflicts amongst
different ethnicities and tribes in Northeastern India cannot be easily
confined to the prism of separatism, the upsurge of the marginals,
secessionist violence, identity politics, poverty, and the discontentment
due to urban-rural divide – the real reasons of continued conflicts in
the contemporary periods goes beyond this.¹¹ He further highlights
that one of the Northeastern states, Mizoram, has been relatively
peaceful than the other states, including Assam, Manipur, Nagaland,
and Tripura. These four states frequently witnessed ethnic clashes,
and several instances of breakdown of governmental authority
occurred. Through careful analysis, Hasan lists the reasons for peace-
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making and administrative reform initiatives in Mizoram but not in
Manipur. One among them is the inclusive political organization and
the gradual decline of power from local chiefs. In the case of Mizoram,
it happened with the emergence of Mizo Commoners during the post-
independent period and the “Mizo” common identity that extends to
all the people who reside in Mizoram and beyond. Additionally, over
the period, institutions in Mizoram started acting independently – a
case that had not happened in other conflict-ridden Northeastern states
where the overriding of power from the Union government and the
cut-up of sub-national territories was so frequent and common. In
the case of Mizoram, both the colonial state and the post-independent
Indian government invested in building agencies centred on humans,
decentralized and inclusionary political organizations, and forming
the Mizo identity that is based on inclusiveness but not on excluding
‘others’, though Mizoram also has wide range of tribes, clans, and
ethnicities. Here Gandhi and his approaches become more relevant.
To understand the relevance of Gandhi and his approaches and
strategies for resolving tribal/ethnic conflicts, it is crucial to consider
the background of his involvement.

Returning to the earlier discussions on Gandhi, there have been
extensive and growing discussions over the past few decades on
Gandhi and his relevance in religious harmony, peace, and
cooperation.¹² Nevertheless, limited literature is available on the topics
that deal with Gandhian Principles, Philosophies, Values, Approaches,
and Strategies in resolving caste/tribe conflicts due to multiple factors,
including historical grievances, resource competition, resource politics,
and disputes over territories.

The relevance of Mahatma Gandhi and his ideals in addressing
contemporary tribal/ethnic conflicts:

As it is well documented, Gandhi initial exposure to the plight and
problems of tribal people occurred in the early 1900s, particularly
during the Zulu rebellion in Natal, South Africa. He formed an Indian
Ambulance Corps to treat the wounded, and it was accepted by the
colonial British government in South Africa. On reaching the site, he
recognized that there was nothing called ‘rebellion’ and it was a mere
resistance by the Zulu people to payment of taxes imposed by the
British colonial state. It was then exaggerated as a rebellion by the
British government to oppress the Zulu community. Over the period,
he and his team developed a relationship with the Zulu people.
Gandhi’s work earned the ‘white’ officers’ respect and integrated his
humanitarian efforts with the colonial forces.¹³ Though this was a
modest attempt of Gandhi in South Africa to bridge the divisions
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between the oppressed state and tribal community people (native
people of South Africa), it offers some important lessons for the
contemporary period. In colonial India, Gandhi’s understanding of
the plight and oppression of Tribals was significantly shaped by his
close association with Thakkar Bapa, a dedicated social worker who
spent decades for the upliftment of tribal communities. He established
Bhil Seva Mandal and Gond Sevak Sangh during the pre-independence
period. He played an influential role in drafting the Indian constitution
to provide more rights and representations to the tribal communities.
Gandhi’s vision of tribal welfare emanated from one of his fundamental
philosophies, ‘sarvodaya’ (welfare for all), and social justice for the
marginalized. From Gandhi’s initial interaction with the Ho and
Munda tribes in Chota Nagpur in 1917 during the Champaran
Satyagraha and associations with Thakkar Bapa and Verrier Elwin in
the 1920s and 1930s onwards, Gandhi’s engagements with tribal
welfare and tribal activists continued in various ways even in later
1940s. Along with Thakkar Bapa and Verrier Elwin, Gandhi received
assistance from local Congress workers and leaders such as Rajendra
Prasad, Mazrul Haque, and Motilal Nehru facilitated Gandhi’s
interactions with tribal communities by organizing meetings with
Gandhi; those congress leaders promoted Gandhian ideals in tribals
resistance in various ways.¹4 
Overall, Gandhi’s views on Adivasis had evolved over the period.
In his early days of public life in colonial India, he did not have many
opportunities to understand the complexities and diversity of the
challenges faced by Adivasis. However, in the middle and later stages
of his public life, as I discussed earlier, he met with Adivasi
communities, Adivasi activists, and leaders from eastern, central, and
western India. Initially, Gandhi gave more emphasis on integrating
Adivasis into the nationalist (independence) movement against the
British colonial state rather than addressing their socio-economic
challenges and exploitation. In fact, he was of the view that the plight
of Adivasis was equal to that of Dalits (Harijans) as both groups are
innocent and marginalized, and the local upper class, Zamindars, and
the British colonial state continuously exploit both. He did not initially
recognize the nuances of their cultural diversity, richness, tribal
conflicts, and the complexities of their issues, nor how they were
alienated from urban and rural populations. His limited understanding
was partly due to his urban and western educated Gujarati
background. Thakkar Bapa’s work with the Bhil communities and
Verrier Elwin’s anthropological insights on tribals greatly influenced
Gandhi’s views on Adivasis.¹5 Some of his views on integrating
Adivasis into the nationalist movement remained firm throughout
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his life; however, he became increasingly sensitize to and aware of
the nuances of the complications of tribal issues. In the later stages of
his life, he firmly supported the importance of protecting tribal rights,
their autonomy, and culture, and he increasingly recognized the
importance of protecting them from the vicious exploitation of local
moneylenders, Zamindars, and the British colonial state.¹6 Gandhi
was a staunch believer in the wisdom and potential of the tribal
communities, and he advocated their progress and transformation
on their own terms. In his own writings:

The Adivasis are the original inhabitants whose material position is
perhaps no better than of Harijans and who have long been victims of
neglect on the part of the so-called high classes. The Adivasis should
have found a special place in the constructive programme. Non-mention
was an oversight. They provide a vast field of service for Congressmen.
The Christian missionary has been more or less in sole occupation of the
field. Great as his labour has been, it has not prospered as it might have,
because of his ultimate aim being the Adivasis’ conversion to his fold
and their becoming de-Indianised. Any way no one who hopes to
construct Swaraj on the foundation of non-violence can afford to neglect
even the least of India’s sons. Adivasis are too numerous to be counted
among the least.¹7

In some of his visits to the tribal areas of the current Jharkhand
state in 1920, he was impressed to see the contributions of Christian
missionaries for Adivasis; however, he felt that it would have been
nice if those missionaries rendered this service without religious
conversion, and he worried about such conversions. He also intuitively
felt the conflicts between those missionaries and the Hindu workers
in the coming years.¹8 In his writings:

The Adivasis are the original inhabitants whose material position is
perhaps no better than that of Harijans and who have long been victims
of neglect on the part of the so-called high classes. And Adivasis should
have found a special place in the constructive programme. Non-mention
was an oversight.. The Christian missionary has been more or less in
sole occupation of the field. Great as his labour has been it has not
proposed as it might have because of his ultimate aim being the Adivasis
conversion to his fold and their becoming de-Indianized. Anyway no
one who hopes to construct Swaraj on the foundation on non-violence
can afford to neglect even the least of India’s sons. Adivasis are too
numerous to be counted among the least.¹9

Though both Thakkar Bapa and Verrier Elwin closely associated
with Gandhi and influenced his views on Adivasis, both criticized
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Gandhi’s approach and understanding of Tribals/Adivasis on various

understand their complexities.²0 Verrier Elwin believed that Gandhi’s

occasions, particularly his rigid views on shifting cultivation (Thakkar
Bapa) and religious conversion (Verrier Elwin). Thakkar Bapa
extended his critiques toward Congressmen, liberals, and Indian
reformers for neglecting the real issues of tribals and failing to

reformist activities showed that he had no connection with the
‘ground’, and he believed that Gandhi overly romanticized tribal lives.
Elwin argued that such reforms “emasculated tribal life and imposed
a parody of Hinduism on them, depriving them of their natural and
innocent recreations”.²¹ Hence, both activists supported and respected
Gandhi in various instances for his efforts to progress the tribals.
However, both disagreed with him on various occasions in his views
– overall, both shared a complex relationship with Gandhi.
Interestingly, Gandhi’s view on Adivasis was more biased towards
constructing programs and bringing them into national movements
to protect their rights, culture, and autonomy. He consistently
encouraged them to engage in non-violent resistance. In 1922, Gandhi
did not hesitate to disown the resistance of the Bhil leader and their
protests when he heard that they engaged in violent protests (though
that was not the case). Hence, despite Gandhi consistently evolving
his understanding of tribals and their issues, his stance towards non-
violent resistance remained firm throughout his public life, and he
consistently advocated for tribals and their leaders on various
occasions.²²

Gandhi’s view on ethnic violence extended beyond the Adivasis
of India, and his views on the Palestine issue are well documented,
which reflects his commitment to non-violence and social justice.
Though he shared deep sympathy for the Jews in light of their historical
persecution and the atrocities that were committed against Jews during
the holocaust, he opposed the idea of forming a Jewish homeland in
Palestine by forcefully displacing the Arab population, which he firmly
believed that such settlement should occur with the goodwill of the
Arabs, but not through any forceful means. Major ethnic tensions and
many violent inter-tribal/ethnic conflicts in Northeastern states such
as Assam, Manipur, and Nagaland, and Sinhalese-Tamil conflicts
erupted after his tragic assassination and in recent decades. However,
some of his principles, ideals, and approaches, such as Satyagraha,
Ahimsa, Civil Disobedience, Sarvodaya, Antyodaya, Equality, and
Social Justice, are highly powerful and offer potential solutions for
the contemporary ethnic, tribal, and communal conflicts worldwide.
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The focus of this Special Issue

Provided this background, this special issue aims to gather research
articles and perspectives focusing on how Gandhian values,
philosophies, principles, and strategies can serve as a transformative
framework to address the deeply rooted challenges posed by tribe
and ethnic conflicts.

Before proceeding with the papers of this Special issue, we note
two caveats. First, we use the term ‘tribe’ only for academic
requirements, and we acknowledge the fact that using the term ‘tribe’
may not be the right choice for academic parlance. This term has
profound limitations as it indicates connotations of primitiveness and
backwardness.²³ The term ‘tribe’ has a colonial origin and was used
by the British colonial state to denote certain communities.²4 Several 
Indigenous communities in contemporary India prefer to identify
themselves as ‘Adivasis’ rather than the term ‘tribe,’ which literally
means ‘original inhabitants’ or ‘Indigenous people’.²5 The term ‘tribe’
or ‘Adivasis’ is not synonymous with the official administrative term
‘Scheduled Tribes (STs) used by the Indian government.²6 Likewise,
the term ‘ethnic’ is a broader, more fluid, and contextual term, largely
used in academic circles. It is also often considered a modern term
rather than the term ‘tribe’.²7 Acknowledging all these limitations
and knowledge gaps, we loosely use the terms ‘tribes,’ ‘Adivasis,’
‘Indigenous people,’ and ‘ethnic communities’ throughout this issue,
and based on the contexts, we also use them interchangeably.

Secondly, this issue is not just meant to emulate Gandhi’s views
and principles on tribals/ethnic communities and how they can be
applied in the contemporary context. To avoid this impression, I have
also highlighted the limitations of the Gandhian approach and how
his views were denied by two important Tribal activists of his own
time. Along with that, we also acknowledge the fact that the
contemporary tribal and ethnic conflicts that we face in Asia, the Middle
East, and beyond are more than inter-tribal wars. They have deep-
rooted international, diplomatic, and imperialistic agenda – to discuss
all these complications associated with tribal/ethnic conflicts in one
single issue is not our focus. It lies beyond the scope of the issue and
our journal. Over the past few decades, inter-tribal wars in Asia have
arisen as a result of governance failures, the state’s power-hungry
aggression, a lack of vision, and a lack of empathy for Aboriginals
and much beyond. Mahatma Gandhi was a towering personality of
the last century, and his views on non-violence, negotiation with
opponents, engaging with all stakeholders, social justice, and civil
disobedience have had a lasting influence on any resistance movements
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despite significant limitations of his views on tribal/Adivasi
communities.

I believe that this issue is an important attempt to explore and
discuss the contemporary and future relevance of Gandhian ideals,
actions, and strategies in promoting social justice, communal harmony,
and equitable resource distribution in regions marked by historical
tensions, and it will add value to the growing literature. This issue
examines various contemporary tribal/ethnic and regional conflicts.
Overall, it has six papers, which are as follows:  Manipur’s tribal
conflicts, comparing them with the Noakhali riots, and papers that
discuss the Sinhalese-Tamil conflict through personal accounts and
empirical research. Also, this issue has perspective papers that discuss
the decades-long Israel-Palestine conflict, the Global War on Terror,
and international peace operations in the 21st century, as well as the
relevance of Gandhian principles and participatory democracy in
conflict resolution. All the contributors to this issue are senior and
emerging scholars and researchers from Asia and the Middle East,
and they offer insights and actionable suggestions to foster
reconciliation and address ethnic/tribal conflicts through Gandhian
ideals, principles, and strategies. In the following section, I present a
summary of the papers included in this issue.

Summary of the papers:

The paper titled “Dialogical Truths: An analysis of ethnic violence in
Manipur through the lens of Gandhian experiment in Noakhali” by
Anandita Biswas explores the potential of Gandhian principles to the
current ethnic/tribal conflicts in Manipur. She provides a detailed
outline of the historical background of the ethnic/tribal conflicts in
Manipur and how it emerged as a state-level large-scale violence over
the past year and explores the possibility of resolving these conflicts
through Gandhi’s principles of Satyagraha. For this, she draws
parallels between the socio-political context of Manipur (2022 – 2023)
and Gandhi’s “Noakhali experiment.” She acknowledges that
comparing these two different contexts might have different limitations
as both happened in two different contexts and very different periods.
However, she argues that Gandhi’s commitment to truth, non-violence,
and tolerance can offer a valuable framework to the Manipur people
and their leaders (both local and political) for tackling these long-
standing complex tribal/ethnic conflicts, where land rights intersect
with tribal and religious differences. Manipur’s political context and
the current turmoil are deeply embedded in identity-driven
exclusionary politics and armed violence, with a history of claims and
counterclaims from its ethnic groups. Biswas perceives that the recent
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large-scale violence in Manipur poses a severe threat to Indian
democracy – Gandhian ideals such as Satyagraha, spiritual and moral
rehabilitation, engaging in open communication with all stakeholders,
and fostering trust in conflicting parties will only bring positive change
and peacebuilding initiatives. Over time, tolerance will develop, and
conflict-hit ethnic communities will engage in non-violent means to
address their long-standing conflicts.

The paper, “Understanding the concept of Ahimsa in a violently
divided society: A Historical and Personal Account of Sri Lanka during
Conflict Times,” by Janaka Jayawickrama, discusses his personal and
historical account of growing up in conflict-affected Sri Lanka during
the 1980s and 1990s. Janaka, currently an international scholar based
in China, grew up in Sri Lanka during two major conflicts: the civil
war between the Government of Sri Lanka and the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and the insurrection by the People’s Liberation
Front (JVP) where these periods marked by curfews, military presence,
widespread turmoil, poverty, and health issues. As an adolescent boy,
he witnessed the contradiction between the Buddhist teachings of
non-violence and Ahimsa and the violent practices supported by some
Buddhist monks and temples during the conflicts against Tamils.
Likewise, he also witnessed terror activities and killings of innocent
people by LTTE and witnessed that violence always brings pain,
suffering, and uncertainty to the people, and it can never be a solution
to any conflict. Growing up in such a turbulent situation, Janaka
recognized the relevance of Gandhi and his principles in addressing
the uncertainty and danger generated within a violently divided
society. Thereby, he attempts to make parallels between Buddhist
philosophy and Mahatma Gandhi’s principles of non-violence,
compassion, and social transformation, and how non-violence can be
a potential tool to achieve social change in the lives of the masses. He
employs historical memory and accidental ethnography to discuss his
experiences in Sri Lanka and thereby reflects on the current worldview.
In the end, Janaka advocates that Ahimsa (non-violence) is crucial to
address the deep-seated conflicts in Sinhalese-Tamil society. He calls
for integrating philosophies and emphasizes the importance of
individual and collective efforts in achieving a compassionate society.
To make it possible, he suggests the need to educate ‘Ahimsa’ children
from a young age.

Another paper on this issue also focuses on the Sinhalese-Tamil
conflict, but it brings in discussion through empirical findings. The
paper entitled “Role of Buddhist and Hindu Religious Leaders in the
Post-War Conflict Transformation Process: A Study Based on
Rathnapura District in Sri Lanka” by Aruna Jayathilaka and Sayuri
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Gamage provides a critical analysis of the role of religious leaders of
Sri Lanka in conflict transformation, supported by empirical data from
forty interviews conducted in Rathnapura District of the
Sabaragamuwa Province of Sri Lanka. Conducted research in a multi-
cultural and multi-ethnic region, the authors brought the perspectives
of the religious leaders from both ethnicities (Buddhists and Hindus)
and the inputs from local citizens. This paper is grounded in Johan
Galtung’s ABC conflict triangle model, which examines conflict through
attitudes (A), behaviors (B), and contradictions (C). Through this study,
the authors attempted to explore the experiences of participants
throughout the war, relationships between several ethnic groups,
suggestions for transforming conflict, and how religious leaders
promote (or do not promote) communal harmony. This paper applies
Johan Galtung’s theoretical framework to the Sinhalese-Tamil ethnic
conflict and offers insights into the cultural and structural issues
perpetuating conflict. This empirical study reveals the dual roles of
religious leaders as potential peacebuilders and contributors to
continued conflict in Sri Lanka, even during this post-war era.
Discussing the biases and cultural syndromes obstructing
peacebuilding in Sri Lanka, the authors argue the need to promote
inter-faith dialogues and Gandhian principles for resolving conflicts
and reconciliation and, finally, to bring lasting peace to both
communities.

The paper entitled “The Interface between Nonviolent and Violent
Resistance: A Perspective of the Palestinian Experience” by Hasan
ALTIN and Janaka Jayawickrama explores applying Gandhi’s
philosophy (Ahimsa) to the decades-long Palestine-Israel conflict. To
begin with, the authors provide the historical background of the long-
standing Israel-Palestine conflict and how peacebuilding initiatives
were obstructed by both countries, particularly by Israel, and some
feeble, nonviolent, resistant voices were silenced. The authors bring
the perspectives of Gandhi on the Israel-Palestine issue and how he
sidelined Palestine by equally acknowledging the sufferings and
persecution faced by the Jewish people for centuries. The authors
acknowledge the limitations of applying Gandhian principles in this
conflict as this conflict is too complicated. On both sides, there have
always been some powers that obstruct any peacebuilding initiative.
Also, since the beginning, the Israel-Palestine conflict has been trapped
in the hands of powerful nations of the world. In this complicated
situation, the authors argue that Gandhi’s Ahimsa (non-violence) is
the only moral and practical approach that could offer a transformative
path to the Israel-Palestine conflict. The authors call for peace activists
of both countries to garner international support to bring peace to
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this issue, as Gandhi brought global support for the Indian
independence movement. The authors also advocate the importance
of effective communication, strategic planning, and continuous
learning from other nonviolent movements to address the unique
social and political realities of the Israel-Palestine conflict.

The following article, “Beyond the War on Terror against the Ethnic
Conflicts” by Hideaki Shinoda, discusses the complex interplay
between ethnic conflicts, the Global War on Terror, and international
peace operations in the 21st century. Some of the essential insights of
this paper are as follows: Hideaki Shinoda deconstructs several myths
about the supremacy of liberal peacebuilding theory, the efficiency of
the nation-state model, and the prevalence of purely internal armed
conflicts. On the other side, he also argues that many contemporary
conflicts are international and intra-state. By showing many cases, he
argues how counter-terror has combined with ethnic conflicts and
international peace operations in situations that have become very
complex several times – where sometimes one finds the overlapping
of several storylines. The next important insight of this paper is
“partnership peacekeeping,” which occurs when a UN mission is
partnered with a regional organization or an ad-hoc coalition to
undertake certain activities, and this often ends up creating a de facto
merging of counter-terrorism efforts and peacekeeping operations.
The author argues that liberal democracy and market economies fail
to bring peace to local societies – often, they fracture the local societies
and fail to address the root causes of conflict. He suggests that the
‘hybrid peace’ model, which involves a mix of international and local
actors, be used as an alternative to the liberal peacebuilding model.
Though this paper superficially discusses Gandhian principles, the
central relevance of this paper spans prioritizing humanity and
providing fundamental respect for humanism in addressing
contemporary conflicts, which was one of the core principles of Gandhi.
Hence, this paper is inspired by Gandhi’s ideals and calls for a return
to some of the basic humanistic principles that guide complex legal
and political armed conflicts.

The final paper of this issue by Anshuman Behera also focuses on
the recent conflicts between Meitis and Kukis in Manipur. However,
his paper titled “Peaceful Resolution of Ethnic Conflicts: The Relevance
of ‘Gandhian Fraternity’ and ‘Participatory Democracy” explores the
application of Gandhian principles to resolve these violent ethnic
conflicts. Though Gandhian approaches have long been extensively
discussed for achieving reconciliation and peace, Anshuman Behera
brings up the issue that is not so often discussed: the prevailing model
of democracy escalates the tensions between diverse ethnic groups
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rather than mitigating conflicts. In this situation, he argues how
Gandhian principles - nonviolence, fraternity, and participatory
democracy – can act as a potential tool in resolving conflicts. Like the
first paper of this issue by Anandita Biswas, Anshuman Behera
provides a detailed account of the history of the conflict between
diverse ethnic groups in Manipur. He criticizes how the Union
government’s security-centric approach overlooks the region’s
fundamental socio-economic and political challenges as it is one of
India’s border states. The Indian government’s overemphasis on
ensuring territorial integrity in the Manipur region has failed to
address the fundamental conflicts of the localities, which led to ethnic
polarization and finally resulted in the large-scale state violence that
we witnessed over the past year. The author suggests that Gandhi’s
vision of participatory democracy that firmly ensures local self-
governance and the integration of individuals and communities in a
non-hierarchical, oceanic circle is the natural, inclusive, and community-
driven conflict resolution model to address ethnic conflicts.
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ABSTRACT

Drawing inspiration from Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy, the article underscores
the enduring relevance of Satyagraha in resolving complex issues. The situation
in Manipur from 2023 to 2024 has been marked by inter-ethnic and inter-
religious clashes driven by politics of redistribution and recognition: it echoes
the importance of Gandhi’s Noakhali experiment. However, this paper also
acknowledges that transposing political ideas or philosophies in two different
situations in different periods may not be credulous. This paper discusses whether
a Noakhali-style approach can be applied to Manipur and what that approach
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stakeholders, and fostering trust among conflicting parties. This paper sheds
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Gandhian strategies. It suggests that the Gandhian technique of Satyagraha,
which involves dialogue, patience, and moral transformation, possesses the
potential to help address the complex issues in Manipur. This paper’s analytical
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framework and heuristic stratagem.
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Introduction

GANDHI’S RELATIONSHIP WITH politics was thoroughly based
on extraordinary and unmediated experiments. His continuous
experiments with moral and spiritual ideas uplifted politics to a new
domain hitherto unknown to the world at large. For Gandhi, to believe
what has not occurred in history will never occur is similar to
undermining man’s capacity.1 Gandhi identified his life as a story of
his experiments with truth. Since childhood, he was relentlessly
searching for truth primarily through self-introspection. During his
transformative years in South Africa, he was constantly experimenting
his convictions and inherited truism on the touchstone of reason.
Gandhi resorted to the scientific experimentation approach and
confirmed that he claimed nothing to be ultimate. Just like a scientist,
he conducted his experiments with the utmost accuracy, forethought,
and minuteness but never claimed any finality about conclusions.
Instead, he kept them open for further experimentation with an open
mind. He claimed that his conclusions were absolutely correct and
were final for the time being, but there were multiple possibilities
instead of the final truth.2 Course of events thus lays out newer
thoughts and inquiries that bring about experimental theories and
praxis. Instead of narrating social events from an observer’s value-
neutral and rational standpoint, an initiative was required to
understand, to perceive and feel how people make sense of their
concerns and the meaning they give to their actions.3 The tendency
from description to comprehension, universalisation to specification,
and value-neutrality to context-specific understanding became the
essence of Gandhian modality.

Gandhi preferred to hit the root of social pathology. Kheda and
Champaran peasant satyagraha, Ahmedabad mill strike, Noakhali,
Calcutta, Bihar, and Delhi communal riots exemplified his proclivity
to work at the precise point. Even Nehru expressed his disillusionment
with the Gandhian method when in the wake of partition and political
quagmire that was hitting the entire country, he was travelling at the
age of seventy-eight to selected pockets with the message of peace to
quell communal carnage and remaining indifferent to the realpolitik
of leverage. For Gandhi, restoration of peace was the most important
and compelling task for the country. He believed that peace could be
best restored at the grassroots. Thus he sought to eradicate fear,
hatred, and violence from the hearts of the people by inducing mutual
trust and tolerance.4 Nehru expressed his concern to Lord Mountbatten
– the Mahatma was “going round with ointment trying to heal one
more spot after another on the body of India, instead of diagnosing
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[its] cause and participating in the treatment of the body as a whole.”5

But Nehru had to admit his misgivings and acknowledge Gandhi’s
visionary zeal in ‘understanding’ the pulse of India. In his
Autobiography, Nehru states: “But the little fact remains that this
‘reactionary’ knows India, understands India, almost is peasant India,
and has shaken up India as no so-called revolutionary has done.”6

Thus, The paper argues that simple solutions will not suffice and that
addressing Manipur’s problems requires a deeper approach. It will
attempt to draw a parallel between Manipur and Gandhi’s experiment
in Noakhali, where he aimed to delegitimize violence and test his
commitment to truth.

Before entering into the analogical analysis of the two diverse
phenomena of Manipur and Noakhali, the author admits the fallacy
and limitations of transposing ideas and philosophies in two different
unique situations. But when modernist discourse of a uniform
development is failing, when a part of the administrative machinery
gets inert while dealing with ethnic-based insurgent groups, when
military strategy including coercive measures of AFSPA (Armed Forces
Special Powers Act, 1958) is getting boomeranged, repeated dialogue
initiative among different stakeholders are breaking down and when
the general opinion is that – unless something striking happens,
Manipur’s fall into the gorge of anarchy is just a matter of time – an
effort is being made to at least initiate a thought experiment – whether
Gandhi’s Noakhali-style approach can be employed in torn-up Manipur.

The paper is divided into five sections. Section one introduces the
paper’s main theme as how Gandhian ideas would be relevant as a
strategic tool in understanding the crisis in Manipur. Section two
begins by introducing the current complexities in Manipur and
explaining how it resembles Noakhali. The next segment discusses
the Gandhian philosophy of morality, ethics, truth, dialogue, toleration,
and Satyagraha, which are the theoretical framework and this paper’s
basic premise. The frameworks intend to provide direction, following
which Manipur can proceed towards transformation. The fourth section
deals with the Satyagraha – Gandhian approach to non-violent conflict
resolution. The final part dives into a hypothetical situation – how
Gandhi’s peace initiative in Noakhali can offer insights and solution
to Manipur’s state of affairs.

Manipur

The recent ethnic violence in Manipur over the past year, starting
from early May 2023, has posed a serious challenge to Indian
democracy. Geographically, Manipur lies at a remote location in the
Northeastern Region (NER) of India; the eventuality of any incident
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there will have vibrations throughout the country. Democracy assures
its citizens a voice to speak, but Manipur, amidst soaring violence and
swelling anguish, feels neglected and frustrated. Though Manipur’s
electoral weightage with a mere two Lok Sabha seats seems meagre,
it’s strategic importance and cultural distinction make it one of the
core subjects of experimentation for India to test its potential to
address fervent issues of significance.

India’s northeast has contributed much time and energy in
deliberating strategies and goals to establish peace and end the year-
long conflict. Today’s map of northeast India is a consequence of
subnational loyalty, ethnic demands, and politics of appropriation.
The grim fact that characterizes northeast states now is a ravaged
landscape whose entire fabric is torn by identity-driven sub-regional
loyalty propelled by militant sympathizers. State formation during
the 1960s has failed to contain inter-ethnic tension. Instead, it opened
a Pandora’s Box with diabolical peeping from neighbouring countries.
Admittedly, the nationality question and in a wider sense, the ethnic
question is very complex in India’s northeast.7 Manipur is considered
a small state with a territorial coverage of 22,327 square kilometres.
However, the diversity it represents presents a mosaic of colourful
agglomeration of diverse entities to the world. This diversity, however,
has created an atmosphere of hatred and violence.

The state is characterized by two main geographic demarcations
– valley, which is almost one-tenth of Manipur’s territory and is home
to two-thirds of the population. Meiteis primarily reside in the
Manipur River valley, constituting 57 percent of the population and
mainly Hindus. The valley is surrounded by tracts of mountains that
are one-third of the territorial area of Manipur, mainly inhabited by
hill tribes comprising of Naga in the north, east, and west and Kuki
constellation in the south. They constitute almost 43 percent of the
population and are mainly Christians. Hill areas are sparsely
populated, while the valley faces acute pressure on land because of a
ruralized agrarian economy.8 Manipur gifted the world the modern-
day Polo game and introduced the classical dance form ‘Manipuri
Raas Leela’ that Tagore in 1919 brought to his Visva Bharati Ashram
at Santiniketan. With a picturesque landscape and a vibrant population
comprising multiple dialects and religious affiliations, Manipur
presents a mosaic of inter-cultural multiplicity. Nevertheless, this state
has been stuck with clashes and violence over the past year. The Meiteis
are up in arms with the Kukis, the Kukis conflict with Nagas, and the
entire Manipur state is engaged in internecine warfare with peace as
a distant dream.

Identity-driven exclusionary politics is the vortex behind Manipur’s
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current dilemma. The root of the present crisis is in the prolonged
chronicle of claims and counterclaims of its inhabitants of diverse
ethnicities. However, these issues have been the subject of the state’s
political discourse.

Since its official merger with India, Manipur has been beset with
unrest and armed insurrections, demonstrations, and political violence
targeted at security forces, different ethnic groups, and state
authorities. Though Manipur State Congress received the merger with
open arms, Praja Sangha opposed it tooth and nail, which was branded
as communist affiliated. However, resentment soon percolated down
to all sections of society when the state’s stature was relegated to the
Part C category. “This was the category of states that were to be
ruled directly by a chief commissioner on behalf of the president of
India. There was no elected assembly and no political representation
for the politicians of the Manipur Congress who had campaigned for
the merger with India. Therefore, from 1953, the Manipur State
Congress began demanding statehood for Manipur.”9

1956 Manipur was raised from Part C Category to a Union
Territory. But the grievance took a deadly turn with Nagaland’s
attainment of statehood in 1963. Manipur’s political trajectory was
now proceeding towards politics of extremism, from which the state
will not recover in the near future.

United Liberation Front of Manipur, the first separatist
organization of the state, emerged in November 1964. However, it
worked in the cultural sphere during its formative years. It is
comprised of members from the Naga and Kuki ethnic groups. It
started an armed struggle in December 1968 under the faction group
of Meitei leaders Sudhir Kumar and N. Bisheswar, who transformed
it into a militant organization. The reorganization of NER
(Northeastern Region) upgraded Manipur’s status to a full-fledged
state with Article 371C, which introduced special provisions for the
administration of the hill areas of the state.10

February 1974 Legislative Assembly elections brought in ethnic-
based political parties – Kuki National Assembly for the Kukis and
Manipur Hills Union for the Nagas. During the Emergency year in
1975, when democracy was put up for a while, the then Chief Minister
R.K. Dorendra Singh “offered a general amnesty and a rehabilitation
package to the Meitei militants in various jails”.11 When most of them
accepted the offer, N. Bisheswar, with sixteen men, visited Lhasa for
Chinese assistance and training. The Manipuri rebels reached there
and received training and inculcation in extremist ideology. Soon,
they started acquiring arms and establishing bases in Manipur. With
Bisheswar’s guidance, the underground leftist militant group called
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the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) came into being in 1978, with
independence of Manipur being the sole aim.12

Soon, Manipur witnessed a dangerous proliferation of militant
organizations, and the rise of insurgency compelled the Union
Government to impose AFSPA. The imposition and functioning of the
Act provoked severe resentment among the ordinary Manipuri
citizens. Irom Chanu Sharmila, known for her courageous sixteen-
year hunger strike demanding the repeal of the Armed Forces Special
Powers Act, 1958 (AFSPA) is also known as the Iron Lady of Manipur,
had been struggling in a non-violent manner to establish peace in her
homeland. In 2017, she ended her fast, though the situation in Manipur
remains the same with incessant violence. More than forty separate
armed groups carry out attacks on police and soldiers and routinely
extort money from the people. Such has been their reach that every
month, all businesses, shopkeepers, and even government workers
pay a fixed percentage of their earnings to the militants.13 There are
more than a dozen Meitei militant groups, almost twenty-five Kuki
groups, and three organizations working for the Nagas. Armed forces
engage in regular skirmishes with the militants, which often leads to
killings of innocent Manipuris. Abduction of small children is yet
another menace that Manipuri mothers regularly deal with. Today,
there are no Manipuri voices, it is Manipuri Kukis, Manipuri Meiteis
or Manipuri Nagas. The non-state actors in Manipur pull the strings
behind the state machinery. Meitei militant group Arambai Tenggal is
allegedly involved in radicalization of hill politics to the extent of
taking a “pledge to preserve the integrity of the state. The group
furthermore demands abrogation of the Suspension of Operation (SoO)
agreement with Kuki militants, implementation of National Register
of Citizens (NRC) with 1951 as the base year, erecting a fence along
the Myanmar border and removal of Kuki immigrants from ST list”.14

Extortion in the name of taxation is rampant in the state, which is
happening barely under the nose of the state authority. Identity-based
differences get exacerbated by divisive politics through harsh rhetoric
circulated by the political elite and section of civil society.

Analogy between Manipur and Noakhali

Manipur possesses a diverse sets of population, and thus, the state
can be the testing ground to understand India’s commitment to secular-
democratic ethos, just as Noakhali was the test bed for Mahatma
Gandhi to prove the efficacy of ahimsa.

As the experiment was a cardinal attribute of Gandhian approach,
he tested all his principle tenets on the rugged terrain of life. However,
the toughest and the most complex of all was in store for him. Partition
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of the country and inter-religious massacre with barbarism at its peak
left him dumbfounded. He was shell-shocked to witness the religious
frenzy that gobbled all human sensibility and turned men into a beast
– “a sinking feeling at the mass madness which can turn a man into a
brute”15, Gandhi confessed after he saw the communal raze in Calcutta
in 1946. Indians were not fighting the British anymore. They were
fighting among themselves. Indians had proved their tenacity and
trust in Gandhian principle of ahimsa in three most magnificent non-
violent struggle against the Raj. Gandhi’s commitment to non-violence
was unequivocal. Congress had taken recourse to ‘direct action’ many
times. But they were all under the strict direction of Gandhi. Jinnah’s
Direct Action Day, observed on August 16, 1946, inverted the entire
pyramid of harmony that Gandhi struggled to build for years. Calcutta
witnessed its worst communal massacre that it earned the tragic epithet
of ‘The Great Calcutta Killings’. The local English daily, The Statesman
regretted that the Calcuttans desperately needed a “psycho-therapy”
on a mass scale.16 The entire country was under the grip of a frenzied
paranoia.

The Calcutta riot of August 16, 1946,  opened the floodgates of
communal frenzy all throughout the country. Calcutta was revenged
in Noakhali, Noakhali in Bihar, and Bihar in Garmuktesar.17 The mass
massacre following August 16, startled and numbed every conscious
soul. Coupled with economic stagnation, unemployment, inflation,
population overcrowding and war-time scarcity, Calcutta was already
fuming with grievance and frustration. Hunger, famine, disease – all
reduced human lives to mere animal existence. Political eventuality,
along with economic hardship, hastened the process of
dehumanization. Two clear line of actions were taken – one by the
Muslim League to garner support for Pakistan and the other by Hindu
organizations like Hindu Mahasabha and Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh that resisted Pakistan tooth and nail and sloganeering for the
establishment of Hindu Rashtra. Actions and ideologies were strictly
bifurcated along communal parameters. The political diatribe was now
overpowered by the religious tirades. A vicious cycle of violence
grasped Calcutta that gradually engulfed the entire country,
particularly West Punjab and East Bengal.

Communal tension reached its peak on August 16, 1946,  when
League workers in North Calcutta pressurized Hindu shopkeepers
to shut down their shops, and Hindus, on the other hand, barged
into Muslim processions.18 In the Maidan area, a meeting started at 4
pm where Chief Minister of Bengal Suhrawardy addressed the masses
using provocative language that incited mass hysteria, resulting in
attacking and looting members of rival communities. The violence
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that started on August 16 continued till August 19, signifying “a new
order in communal rioting, a transference of this dreaded social
phenomenon into a new dimension”.19 An official estimated that 4000
people died and 10000 were injured.20 Dead bodies were heaped along
roadways and canals tied in gunny sacks. Life came to a tragic halt.
Though in Calcutta, situation started improving slowly since August
29 1946, but seven weeks after the Calcutta riot, communal violence
flared up in two south-eastern districts of Bengal – Noakhali and
Tipperah.

Noakhali is situated in the Gangetic Delta and became a district
in 1921, constituting the southwestern part of Chittagong Division in
East Bengal (presently Bangladesh). Based on a marshy alluvial terrain,
the area still receives heavy rainfall with dense greenery, supporting
crops like rice, jute, coconut, and betel nut. The area is intersected by
numerous khals (canals) and ponds.

Noakhali was a Muslim-majority district in rural Bengal, with 80
percent of the population being Muslims. Hindus constituted a small
segment who owned large tracts of land. Noakhali Muslims were
mainly poor peasants and artisans. Due to their fragile economic
condition, worsened by famine, they could be efficiently mobilized
against affluent communities by vested interest groups. Exploited and
incited by the religious extremists and local miscreants, ordinary
Muslims went on a rampage, desecrating temples, looting, and defiling
holy places. Communal hatred, with its spiralling pace, was devouring
one area after the other. Massive violence erupted in the northern
part of Noakhali on October 10 1946, and spread to the adjacent district
of Tipperah on October 13 1946. Communal hatred reached its peak
on October 14. However, since 16th October,  violence subsided with
occasional outbreaks. The worst affected areas were localities of
Raipur, Ramganj, Lakshmipur, and Begumganj in Noakhali and
Faridganj, Chandpur, Hajiganj, Laksham, and Choudagram in
Tipperah. Almost 350 villages in both districts were badly affected,
with 1122 riot-related arrests. According to official estimates, deaths
from the clashes numbered only a few hundred, but non-official Hindu
sources estimated the casualty to be around 5000.21

Gandhi was observing minutely how his theory of non-violence
could provide a healing balm on the riot-affected bruised mind and
instill courage in those demoralized souls. For Gandhi, Noakhali was
not just a riot-torn area; it had a more profound significance. When
Krishnadas, who served as his Secretary during the Non-Cooperation
Movement 1921, asked Gandhi about his move to Noakhali, he said
that Noakhali had a microscopic Hindu population. What happens to
Noakhali would have an impact on the rest of India. Noakhali needs
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to be treated as its festering wound can spread to the entire country
and engulf the minority population, i.e., Muslims there, into a ring of
fire, endangering both their life and livelihoods. “The Hindu minority
of Noakhali and Tipperah is not an isolated problem but has its all-
India implications”.22

From false propaganda to well-organized sermons preached by
religious preachers, Noakhali experienced a systematic coordination
of leadership under Ghulam Sarwar – an ex-Muslim league member.23

Apart from well well-chalked-out and planned massacre, Noakhali
was a case where signifiers played a pivotal role in heightening
communal tension and implanting deep-rooted fear in the mind of
the ‘other’. From cow slaughter and desecrating holy places to wiping
off sindoor and conch bracelets of married Hindu women. Direct
attack was made on womenfolk – the apparent gatekeepers of
community honour. Abduction, rape, conversion, and forced marriage
of Hindu women brought Gandhi to work at the grassroots. The cry
of the womanhood necessitated his presence in Noakhali. In the case
of Manipur, Women are yet another target – both as agents and victims
of the massacre. Rape seems to be now a political strategy to denigrate
and defile other communities and re-asserting power-equation. “The
nature of sexual violence against women” in Manipur “has shaken the
conscience of all right-thinking people”.24

In Noakhali, apart from the Hindu-Muslim relationship, a
significant aspect of Indian administration that overshadowed Gandhi’s
mind was the behaviour of the civil servants. During his four-month
stay in Noakhali, he discovered that if the political executive wanted
to disturb the relationship among communities, they could do so easily
through their political agents of hirelings.25

Noakhali was a case of religious carnage marked by caste-class
and inter-communal feuds. In contrast, Manipur is a case of inter-
ethnic and inter-religious communal conflict, both of which characterize
the politics of redistribution. In Noakhali, the crisis was mainly
between the majority of Muslims, who were poor peasants, and
minority Hindus who owned land. In Manipur, though the hill dwellers
enjoy land rights, they are deprived of governmental facilities and
remain poor, continuing with the primitive mode of subsistence
agriculture.26 Comparatively, Meitei-inhabited Imphal valley is
developed. However, the inhabitants are fearful of population
overcrowding by Christian hill dwellers, as from 1961 to 2011, the
Hindu population declined from 62 percent to 41 percent. In contrast,
the Christian population rose sharply from 19 percent to 41 percent.27

The government, to clamp down on illegal immigration from
across the border, often comes down hard on its inhabitants. Manipur’s
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five districts have a common 400-kilometre boundary with Myanmar.
The huge tracts of forests in the hill areas are infested with illegal
immigrants who clear up forests to invest in poppy cultivation,
sometimes in assistance with the local inhabitants of the kuki-chin
tribe with whom they share common kinship ties. The state
government’s action to rout the drug menace by clearing up jungles
and demolishing huts (supposedly occupied by immigrants) invited
the displeasure of the hill tribes.

The Meiteis, by and large, reside in the geographically compact
but developed Imphal valley and are different from the Naga and
Kukis. Section 158 of the Land Revenue and Land Reforms Act of
1960 prohibits valley inhabitants from buying or owning any land in
the hill areas from Scheduled Tribe owners. Nevertheless, the hill
dwellers can easily buy land and settle down in the valley. This
discriminatory policy, which aligns with the broader scheme of the
welfare of the Scheduled Tribes in general, has triggered fear among
the Meiteis about population overspread by the Kukis and Nagas in
the valley. They, therefore, started rallying for Scheduled Tribe status
to be at par with the Kukis and Nagas in their entitlement right. It
was the Manipur High Court’s directive to the Manipur government
in April 2023 that sparked off violence on May 3, which eventually
spread to the entire Manipur with spiralling rapidity.

To a large extent, Manipur bears an analogy with Noakhali as
both are primarily based on ethnic parameters. Identity-driven politics
founded on the ‘we-they’ syndrome is the pivot around which the
entire gamut of communal carnage revolved. Valley-based Hindu
Meiteis are up in arms against hill-based Christian Kukis. More than
two hundred fifty churches have been burnt down, two hundred
people have lost their lives, and thousands have been displaced since
May 2023.

Noakhali was not just a case of politicized religion, it was mainly
manifesting as crude form of violence legitimated by religion.
Gandhian ideology of peace would be combating the ideology of
communalism. Here, Gandhi employed his strategy of conflict
resolution at a socio-psychological level, using religious discourse for
a secular cause to uphold the ideology of humanism through
delegitimizing violence. Gandhi reached Noakhali on November 6,
1946, with a pledge to bring peace or die there as a failure. He stayed
there for four months where he launched his most powerful non-
violent weapon of Satyagraha and emerged from the riot-infested
area successfully. Even his most staunch critic, Fazlul Haq – the first
and the longest Prime Minister of Bengal during the British period,
once had equated Gandhi with an “insect”, now seeing the old man’s
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charismatic hold over the human psyche was compelled to
acknowledge Gandhi’s work in East Bengal as really praiseworthy.
He came to Haimchar on March 2, 1947, to meet Gandhi. The initiator
of the Pakistan Resolution was now preaching tolerance and fraternity
between Hindus and Muslims and vowed to continue his peace mission
all throughout his life. It was definitely a moral triumph for Gandhi.28

Gandhian philosophy

Harmony: oneness of being

Harmony is the underlying essence of Gandhian philosophy. The
intrinsic tune that resonates throughout all his ideas is the oneness of
being. Gandhi wrote, “We are all tarred with the same brush and are
the children of the same Creator and as such divine powers within us
are infinite.”29 Thus, we can infer from Gandhi that the Muslims and
Hindus of Noakhali or the Meiteis, Nagas, and every inhabitant of
Manipur, irrespective of their ethnic affiliations, are, above everything
else, human beings - all tarred with the same brush and are the children
of the same Creator. The moment this feeling of oneness gets into the
heart and soul, unleashing violence against fellow brethren is
impossible. Gandhi’s deeply ingrained eclectic formulations assisted
him in nurturing humanitarian principles. He believed in the presence
of divinity in man, and it is a choice that man either becomes a human
incorporating humane attributes or a brute with beastly instincts. The
moment man responds to the spirit within, he cannot remain violent.30

When a Meitei realizes his interconnectedness with a Kuki-Zo tribe
or a Christian Naga, his hatred is bound to subside.  Because of man’s
divinity, he realizes his eternal connection with the entire creation, of
which he is just a part. Gandhi here merged reason with heart to
substantiate his vision of man. Reason acts as a guide to arouse
conscience in man, but the soul remains comatose in the brute.
According to Gandhi, if one man gains spiritually, the whole world
gains with him.31

For Gandhi, non-violence is the law of human survival as its basic
premise is based on the idea of ‘unity of all’. As Leroy Pelton argues,
Gandhi’s idea of power was both humane and constructive…It is power
that can reconcile opponents and resolve conflict, power “that
transform and not destroy”.32 Though aware of the difference between
power-over and power-with, Gandhi introduced the concept of
“power from within” or “power over oneself”.33 Gandhi rendered
immense faith in individual autonomy and will power. For him,
strength is not determined by physical ability but emanates from
resolute will. It is an assertion of identity formation, self-dependence,
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and self-consciousness, but most importantly, the power to live by
morally bound values.

In Noakhali, Gandhi ventured into the arduous journey of cleaning
up – fear and angst, hatred and mistrust, uncertainty and pain from
the human mind. Manipur needs a resolute will to protect its land
and its inhabitants from the scourge of fear, anxiety, and trauma. Power
to transform and not destroy, power from within to stand firm in the
face of adversity, and power over oneself to conquer not through
violence and hatred but with love and patience are the urgent
necessities of the land. The diversity of the land needs to be bolstered
to fight the divisiveness that is rocking the state from within.

Truths

History is a political tale of permutations and combinations. Fact-
finding expeditions sometimes lead to nowhere but create threatening
hullabaloo. Historians, anthropologists, and archaeologists alike dive
into the game of hysteric claims and counterclaims about the roots
and indigeneity of people. Ultimately, there are many truths - the
‘truth’ of the Kukis about the Meitei atrocity or the Meiteis’ ‘truth’ of
population overcrowding by hill dwellers. Gandhian dialogical
platform provides avenues for all versions of truth to come to light.
He believed truth was a subject of experimentation and that searching
for truth was more important than claiming absolute truth. Truth, for
him, represented the strength of the soul, fearlessness, tolerance, and
selfless love, while untruth was associated with violence, fear, and
hatred. For the discovery of new insights, the entire process demands
the elimination of violence as it represents arrogance and hatred that
brings to an end every possibility of a healthy exchange of views.
Violence vindicates its own version of the truth to be the ultimate
and, in the process, kills all other versions, giving rise to an atmosphere
inflated with mistrust and gory hostility. Manipur needs a non-violent
dialogical podium where every possible exchange of views can occur
without egotism and fervour.

To arrive at an amicable solution, continuous experimentation is
required that assumes our eagerness to confess our mistakes and flaws
and to learn from those errors to step into the next level of truth,
which is truer than the earlier truth. This is a dialectical process of
progression that leads to moral growth and social evolution.
“Although we must be prepared to visualise Absolute Truth, in practice
we must ever regard truth not as a cast-iron dogma, a final statement
or a fixed formula, but rather a many-sided, evolving dynamic
dialectic”.34 As a practical moralist, Gandhi made it easier for ordinary
minds to perceive truth in terms of love and non-violence, which are
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ways to reach and realise God. And the mechanism through which
truth can be arrived at is the dialogical process.

Dialogical truth

Gandhi’s quest for truth is both dialogical and ontological. His
dialectical method of arriving at truth starts with self-assessment,
self-questioning, and self-understanding through dialogue with the
Self. For Gandhi, the primary requisite to be a seeker of truth is to
realise that it is always better to appear untrue to the world than to
be untrue to himself.35

Gandhi’s method of writing was dialogic. Instead of laying out
authorial articulation, he preferred to present both sides of the
argument, which would resolve an issue by arriving at a much truer
phase than the earlier one. In consonance with postmodernist
discourse, Gandhian theories were based on praxis – his experiments
with truths that evolved through the dialectical process of progression.
To quote Lyotard, he preferred not to provide any “metanarrative”
or a totalizing ideological system. Gandhian epistemology was
essentially dialogic and evolved through discussion. For Gandhi,
different people have their own definitions of what is ‘rational,’ and
to insist on the universality of one form of ‘rationality’ over another,
and thereby to justify the imposition of one’s will on others is
equivalent to coercion. In the process, alternative rationalities are
silenced.36 Gandhi, therefore, emphasized maintaining an open-hearted
mind to hear the voice of the ‘other’ – even if contradictory.

In Noakhali, Gandhi met both the conflicting parties, keeping aside
their religious affiliation. If Hindus had their ‘versions’ of truth, then
Muslims had theirs. He talked not to any Muslims and Hindus but to
souls that bore humane aspects. There was no blame game, no rigidity,
and no ill-feeling. Gandhi talked to everyone who came on his way.
Furthermore, for those who could not meet him due to old age,
Gandhi (at the age of 78) would make a journey to meet them. “After
the evening prayer on February 18, 1947, he went out in a boat to
meet a very old man”.37

At an evening prayer in Duttapara, Gandhi addressed a gathering
of 10,000 Hindus and Muslims. He was patiently hearing their
hardship. Many Muslims had already given assurance that they would
look after the Hindus once they came and resettled. However, a
Muslim friend told Gandhi that Hindus no longer trusted them. This
mistrust was the main hindrance to any solution. Gandhi asked the
Muslims there to “understand” and “appreciate” the distrust of the
Hindus, but they should make an effort to eradicate the fear of their
neighbours for an amicable living. V.N. Voloshinov, the Soviet Marxist
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Linguist, states in his book The Bakhtin Reader that “any true
understanding is dialogic in nature”. Understanding does not come
through individual revelation but is reached through dialogues.
Through such dialogues, systems of knowledge are both challenged
and enriched.38 Gandhi’s method presented a discursive platform for
people with an antithetical frame of mind willing to reach a consensus
by understanding each other’s perspectives.

Gandhi’s dialogical sphere is significant because normative rules
condition it. The participants involved in the dialogical process must
be free from egotism and vengeance. One should participate in a
dialogue with an open mind and heart, utmost sincerity, and moral
commitment to truth. Gandhian dialog is distinct from other dialogical
mechanisms simply because of moral underpinnings. Gandhian
dialogical tone and intent are marked with love driven by soul force.
However, the intrinsic element that makes the dialogical mechanism
meaningful is toleration.

Truth and Toleration

Toleration does not imply apathy or indifference to others’ points of
view. It demands active involvement with the other, engaging in non-
violent communication, respecting each other ’s perspective but
remaining within one’s limit. Toleration is not weakness but firmness
to stand by what seems, for the moment, moral. Toleration is an active
search for dialogue and concord, based upon the notion that in the
honouring of other sects lies the welfare and honour of one’s own.39

But why do we need to tolerate? Gandhi provided an elaborate
but convoluted matrix to answer this apparently simple but critical
inquiry. Apart from the conventional answer that we tolerate others
because as social being we are obliged to, Gandhi here presented the
genealogy of toleration with his unique epistemological study of the
notion of truth. The crux of Gandhian peace pedagogy lies in his tryst
with truth.40 For Gandhi, truth and God was synonymous. To search
for truth is to find God and vice versa. But as God remains unreachable,
we can simply perceive his presence and truth. In Gandhian parlance,
“Absolute truth” remains inaccessible because what we perceive to
be true may not be true. King Harishchandra’s renouncing all material
possessions to search for truth may not be identical to Hussain’s
renouncing the world for the sake of truth. “Beyond these limited
truths, however, there is one absolute Truth which is total and all-
embracing. But it is indescribable”.41 The Absolute Truth is, therefore,
the synthesis of Relative Truths, which can be searched through a
dialectical but harmonious process.

For Gandhi, the truth can be located in religions of the world that
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teaches “commitment to the same moral core: respecting the dignity
of persons, and understanding the best life as one that moves beyond
hatred or necessity, and aims for non-violence and morality”.42

According to Gandhi, the precepts of morality prescribed by great
religions “are largely the same…if morality is destroyed, religion which
is built on it comes crashing down”.43

The inference that Gandhi deduced from his analysis is that nobody
can possess the truth, but what everyone knows is partial truth has
far-reaching consequences. It demolishes the arrogant egoism inherent
in hierarchical stratification. When nobody can claim to know the
Absolute Truth, nobody can affirm superiority over others by claiming
that one’s truth is the ultimate truth and all other truths are invalid or
false. It brings down the human ego from its narcissist predisposition
and situates him on the same platform as others. It convinces one to
believe that as “our (partial) truth is dear to us, other’s (equally partial)
truths are bound to be dear to them”.44

Manipur today is experiencing many truths. There are almost a
dozen stakeholders who have their own versions of truth. The people
of the Valley, hills, Meitei militant organizations, Naga insurgent
groups, Kuki-Zo militant outfits, Government (both centre and the
state), civil society organizations, and political parties have reserved
their narratives to be heard and recognized. The Meitei, afflicted with
panic and intimidation since 2001, are determined to preserve the
state’s territorial integrity. The National Socialist Council of Nagaland
– Isak Muivah (NSCN-IM) is maintaining a ceasefire with the
Government but occasionally peeking into Chandel, Ukhrul, Senapati,
and Tamenglong – the Naga-dominated areas in Manipur – to fulfil
their dream of Greater Nagaland. The demands of the Kuki-Zo
community are, on the one hand, a separate state for the Kukis
demanded by the Kuki National Organization (KNO) and, on the
other, the demand of an “Autonomous Hill State (AHS) demanded
by United People’s Front (UPF)”.45

Ahimsa

Gandhian method would follow a patient hearing to all versions of
demands without falsity or arrogance as impatience and chicanery
breed violence. For Gandhi, even intention or wish to harm is
equivalent to violence. Freedom from hatred is an essential feature of
ahimsa and Gandhian dialogical method. Gandhi enlarged the scope
of ahimsa to include humility, forgiveness, love, charity, fearlessness,
strength, non-attachment and innocence. Contrarily violence stood
for trickery, falsehood, intrigue, chicanery and deceitfulness.46 Gandhi
broadened the ambit of ahimsa to include all creation within its fold.
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Ahimsa is synonymous to divine love, self-restraint and a sense of
oneness with all. Ahimsa believed in converting the hard-hearted soul
of the wrongdoer by instilling the virtues of compassion and empathy.
For a non-violent soul, the entire world will appear to be his family;
therefore, he will fear no one nor will anyone be fearful of him. But
discord and conflict are natural outcome of human interaction, the
root of which can be traced to human needs.

Gandhian approach to conflict resolution

Satyagraha

Conflict results in antagonism that destroys lives, property, and socio-
political stability. Both conflict and conflict resolution mechanisms are
surcharged with the use of violence. Conflicts destroy material and
spiritual assets, and the conflict resolution mechanism starts with
identifying the ‘enemy’ to be subdued through militaristic or armed
solutions. Negotiation and persuasion, too, are not devoid of violence
in the form of coercive elements. Intonation of coercion is inherent in
almost all conflict management systems. Gandhi introduced into the
vocabulary of conflict management, a mechanism that involves no
violent mode of resolution nor aggressive training in military
techniques but a tremendous amount of moral perseverance. He
launched into the ‘battlefield,’ a weapon peculiarly of his own. As
Louis Fischer says, “It was unprecedented and has remained
unimitated, indeed it was so unique that he could not find a name for
it until he finally hit upon “Satyagraha”.47

Satyagraha is a synthesis of two values satya (truth) and agraha
(firmness), that signifies one who holds on to truth. The idea of
Satyagraha was entirely based on Gandhi’s involvement with truth.
As a principle, it inspires and awakens the conscience of human beings.
It is largely a therapy of rousing consciousness for the person who
uses it and with whom it is used. Satyagraha is a transformative
phenomenon. As Gandhi writes, “Satyagraha is the vindication of
truth not by infliction of suffering on the opponent but on one’s self.
The opponent must be weaned from error by patience and
sympathy.”48 However, he must not be suppressed through action or
by thought. Satyagraha calls for an altruistic dialogue between
adversaries who will engage in the process with open hearts without
any reservations. Violence in any manner crushes such an initiative.
Satyagraha overthrows the eye for an eye approach, replacing it with
love force. According to Gandhi, “three-fourths of the miseries and
misunderstandings in the world would disappear if we were to step
into the shoes of our adversaries or to think of them charitably. If we
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believe they are wrong, we can best show them this by our own
voluntary suffering rather than by making them suffer”.49

The concept of Satyagraha represents an integrated approach to
survival. Satyagraha starts with an individual – a non-violent
individual. Without individual freedom, no society can survive. The
aim is not to ‘wither away’ and overhaul the old society but to
transform it into just social order. The responsibility lies in the hands
of non-violent individuals. For him, an individual can find his true
nature only amid nature and society, with harmony as the connecting
tune.

For Gandhi, conflict is both constructive and helpful in establishing
superior human unity. As Johan Galtung observes, “far from separating
two parties, a conflict should unite them, precisely because they have
their incompatibility in common.”50 Gandhi held that the conflicting
parties should recall life’s intense, divine bonding; for him, all human
beings are interconnected to form a unity of life. A conflict-free
community was not Gandhi’s intent. For him, conflict exists in society
as a continuing factor. He was, therefore, more concerned with how
to resolve that conflict amicably. Gandhian Satyagraha aims to rebuild
trust with a solemn injunction not to harm the opponent nor coerce
them into accepting a solution against their will. He applied Satyagraha
at the basic human level to transform individuals and society. The
objective of Satyagraha is to assist the conflicting parties in attaining
a reliable, innovative, and sincere relationship. Satyagraha is a unique
mechanism in that it is performed not against anyone but with
everyone’s cooperation. The aim is to convert the opponent into a
friendly compatriot. It does not indulge in physical violence; it hits at
the morals and conscience of the opponent. Satyagraha aims to protect
the opponent’s dignity, perception, and cognizance.

Concluding discussion

After seeing the devastating communal raze in Calcutta in 1946,
Gandhi realized that Indians were not fighting the British anymore:
they were fighting among themselves, just as Manipuris are now
fighting. Manipur’s agony can be felt only through the dedicated
journey of attachment and understanding. Interlocutors and mediators
are simply institutional machineries bounded by Weberian rationality.
Manipur’s woes need to be ‘understood’ and not just described in
reports. How Manipuris make sense of their world the meaning they
attach to their actions, customs, traditions, and mores are vital to feel
the pulse of the people.

Issues at the grassroots comprise socio-economic, politico-moral,
and ethical-religious concerns that are required to be targeted at their
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precise points. Tired of political cacophony, blame-game drudgery,
and divisive tales, Manipuris need their voice to be heard. Trust deficit,
inter-ethnic clashes, and militancy are ravaging the society from within.
What Manipur requires today is a ‘surgery of the soul’ along the
Gandhian way of conflict management mechanism, the process of
which is long-drawn and at times monotonous, but the effect of which
is indestructible as it hits the soul and not the body. The process starts
with the individual and gradually diffuses into the society’s inner
self. Gandhi presented to the world “an alternative agenda”.51 He
“feminized the political sphere, rescued the notion of courage from
West’s hypermasculinity and sought to emancipate the colonizers as
well as the colonized”.52 Gandhi changed the entire discourse of politics
by bringing to the fore hitherto neglected and exploited sections of
the population – women, farmers, labourers, and most significantly,
the untouchables.

In Noakhali, Gandhi’s world was surrounded by barbers,
carpenters, fishermen and gardeners. He was far away from the pomp
and grandeur of Delhi’s high-profile politics. At Birampur in Noakhali,
he was staying at a fishermen’s hut. Hindus and Muslims, shedding
their fear and angst, were gathering in large numbers at Gandhi’s
congregational prayer meetings. He was gradually becoming one of
them. Those apprehensive of his intent and looking at him with
suspicion came to him with gratitude and reverence. Gandhi continued
his prayer meetings and met everyone, particularly the womenfolk.
Promises were made to end hostility and that Muslims should
guarantee the safe return of the Hindus. Real peace could be
established through mutual trust and confidence through non-violent
communication.

Gandhi introduced the pluralistic ethos of postmodernity into the
realm of politics, which speaks of multiple, local, autonomous struggles
for liberation.53 Through his selected satyagrahis, who were his band
of non-violent peace army, trained in restraint and rigid discipline,
acted as what Michel Foucault would designate “specific intellectuals”54

– who worked and devoted their vitality to specific cases, pockets
and targeted precise issues.

Gandhi’s entourage mainly consisted of Pyarelal, Amtus Salam,
Sushila Pai, Kanu Gandhi, Abha Gandhi, Prabhudas, and Dr. Sushila
Nayar who undertook the responsibility of the victims in the villages
they were entrusted with through ‘understanding’ the situation and
bringing peace both through deeds and words. Gandhi preferred to
hit the root of social pathology. They were dispersed to take up their
responsibility in different villages they were assigned by Gandhi
himself under a ‘one–village–one–worker ’ plan. An extensive
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rehabilitation program was pursued in the villages with vigour and
sincerity. Forests were cleared up, tanks repaired, footpaths were
fixed, and trench latrines were made. Cleaning-up programs for
adjacent villages were taken up. Dr. Sushila Nayar set up a free
dispensary in Changirgaon, where she regularly travelled six miles
to provide poor villagers with free medical treatment. As Pyarelal
states, “we helped them to set up a local panchayat to supervise the
execution of their plans and to take up other matters pertaining to
their common welfare…Not only the surroundings but even the
inhabitants wore a different look. There was a gleam of self-confidence
and hope in their eyes instead of apathy and despair”.55 Hindustan
Standard on January 3, 1947, reported that there were some indications
that Gandhiji’s ethical approach to the bitter problem was working at
a slow but steady pace.56

At the primary level, Manipur needs a group of sincere people,
inspired and inculcated in the doctrine of Satyagraha. Activist or peace
army, whatever the term, are band of non-violent soldiers trained in
rigorous Gandhian methods following “fundamental Gandhian norms
as adherence to truth, respect for the opponent, and belief in the
sacredness and unity of all life”.57

Gandhi’s fundamental task in Noakhali was to resuscitate lost
confidence among the victims. For him, rehabilitation meant not just
economic rehabilitation but spiritual and moral rehabilitation too. “He
sought to purge fear, hatred and violence from the hearts of the people
and to instil mutual trust and tolerance”.58 The most damaging situation
in Manipur today is the presence of mistrust, fear, and hatred among
the inhabitants. The dehumanisation process has almost reached its
peak. According to Gandhi, dehumanisation is not just a prologue to
violence, “dehumanisation is violence”. A negative image of the
opponent is an impediment to conflict resolution.59 Recognition and
respect for an opponent’s self-esteem are of urgent necessity for
resolving conflicts.

Gandhi stayed at Hemchar in Noakhali for six days and addressed
the residents there about the efficacy of self-reliance. Betterment would
not come from the legislature or from any other outside agency but
their own effort. They needed to trust their own hands and feet to
set themselves in life again.60 He further emphasised that unless there
was a unity of hearts between two communities, no plan, howsoever
well designed, would succeed. For Gandhi, therefore, the foremost
duty was the establishment of unity among communities – the absence
of which will vitiate the entire atmosphere.61

Through service, rehabilitation, community development work,
trust can be re-instated. In both Noakhali and Bihar riot Gandhi
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instructed his co-workers as well as the perpetrators of violence to
undertake the task of rehabilitation. Keeping aside ethnic affiliation,
they were tasked with taking responsibility for one another –
reconstructing damaged huts, roads, villages, houses, and public
properties like schools, and hospitals. Manipuris, whether Meiteis,
Kukis or the Nagas, should undertake the difficult task of restructuring
their society to heal the wound inflicted within. As Pyarelal writes,
“At the time of our arrival in our respective villages, there was a
general revulsion of feeling…” But the workers’ undaunted spirit and
devotion towards their duty and commitment to Gandhian principles
– presented them, after months of arduous sojourn – relief when “the
evacuees had by now begun to return to their homes in fairly large
numbers. Gandhi’s continuous stay in Noakhali resulted in winning
many hearts”.62 There was an instinctive recognition that he was one
of them, united to them with bonds of common humanity that transcend
all barriers of caste and creed.63 As far as the perpetrators were
concerned, Gandhi said, every one of us is equally guilty of what any
of us has done.64 The wrongdoers should acknowledge their moral
degradation and come forward with a repentant heart to rebuild
humanity and society as a mark of reparation with sincerity.

Evolution is a long-drawn process. A non-violent society can only
be built through non-violent citizens, starting at the grassroots level.
Children are the harbinger of change. The moral education based on
Gandhian ethics should start at a basic level. The principles of peace
and non-violence should be inculcated in children through education
and training. Vocational training courses must be introduced to target
unemployment and the proliferation of idle brains. The effectiveness
of a dialogical process in any conflict – familial or social, religious or
political should be given primacy above all other conflict resolution
mechanisms.

Manipur needs a band of peace army or activists who are
unprejudiced and committed to moral underpinnings to build
confidence among the victims. These activists should be drawn from
all segments of society that will reflect the ethos of pluralism. In their
deeds and activities, discipline, and responsibility, they are the
messenger of peace. Instead of waiting for outside help or
governmental initiative, Manipur’s youth need to come forward to
rebuild a society that is their own. Autonomy, secession, and separatist
politics are no longer viable options, as endless numbers of identity-
based denominations now inhabit the world. Living together in
harmony, recognizing and respecting each other’s differences, is no
longer an option but a compulsory requirement for self-survival.
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ABSTRACT

This article explores the intricate understanding of a teenager unravelling the
complexities, interpretations, and reflections encountered while navigating
violence in conflict-affected Sri Lanka during the 1980s and 1990s. It investigates
his experiences of growing up in Sri Lanka during two bloody conflicts, one
between the Government of Sri Lanka and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE) and the other between the Government of Sri Lanka and the People’s
Liberation Front (JVP). As a child of a Sinhala Buddhist family, his
understanding of Buddhist philosophy is that by comparing others with oneself,
one should neither harm nor attack others. The Sri Lankan society during the
1980s and 1990s differed from Buddha’s teachings. Drawing on personal
experiences, this article showcases the diverse tapestry of different
understandings of violence and non-violence. It sheds light on the complexities
inherent in unpacking the concept of Ahimsa or non-violence within a violently
divided society. Through this exploration, the author reflects on the influence of
non-violence in a teenage mind. Drawing from the Gandhian path and Buddhist
philosophy, this article argues that compassion, care, and collaboration can be
critical ingredients for taking forward the practices of Ahimsa, especially in
violently divided societies.
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Introduction

Sabbe tasanti dandassa sabbe bhayanti maccuno
Attanam upamam katva na haneyya na ghataye

All human beings tremble at punishment. All human beings fear
death. Likening others to oneself, one should neither slay nor cause
to slay.

Dhammapada, Dandavaggo, Chapter X, Verse 129
(Radhakrishnan, 1950, p.102)

THE ABOVE VERSE from Dhammapada, a prominent text in
Theravada Buddhist philosophy, explains the perspective of non-
violence both as an attitude and practice. In a speech delivered at
Vidyodaya College, Colombo, on November 15, 1927, Mahatma
Gandhi stated, “And sometimes I feel even proud of being accused of being a
follower of the Buddha and I have no hesitation in declaring in the presence of
this audience that I owe a great deal to the inspiration that I have derived from
the life of the Enlightened One.”1 The connection between the Buddhist
philosophy and Gandhian path is very clear. According to Dr. N.
Radhakrishnan, the approach of the Gandhian vision is an extension
of the ancient Indian concept of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam.2 This is a
concept of a global human family and efforts to dismantle human-
created barriers among nations. One cannot have a global family, until
they refrain from violence or create causes of violence, which is the
understanding of the Gandhian path within this article. Later in this
article, this connection between the Buddhist philosophy and the
Gandhian path is explained. However, it is important to provide a
brief explanation as to why this connection is necessary.

Obtained independence from the British Empire in 1948, Sri Lanka
became a republic in 1972. While fully disconnecting from the British
Empire, the 1972 Constitution has one of the most controversial
provisions in Chapter II, Section 6.3 This has given Buddhism the
foremost place within the Constitution of Sri Lanka.44 “The Republic
of Sri Lanka shall give to Buddhism the foremost place and accordingly
it shall be the duty of the State to protect and foster Buddhism while
assuring to all religions the rights granted by section 18(1)(d).”

Although Buddhist philosophy points towards non-violence,
peaceful coexistence, and many other virtues, Section 6 undermined
the commitments to neutrality and non-discrimination, which implicates
the constitution in the project of religious majoritarianism.5 Due to
this prominent position of Buddhism in the Sri Lankan constitution,
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both the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and various Sinhala
Buddhist groups claimed that Sri Lanka is for Buddhists alone.6 For
the LTTE, this justified their demand for a separate state. For Sinhala
Buddhist groups, this justified the violent military offensive against
the enemy of Buddhist tradition and culture.7 The controversy, in my
opinion, is that Buddhist philosophy is about compassion, care, non-
violence, and many other virtues to promote the wellbeing of all living
beings; however, the practice of Buddhism became violent, arrogant,
greedy, and exclusive. During the 1980s and 1990s, the Buddhist monks
and temples supported the conflicts in Sri Lanka. Therefore, it is
difficult to discuss the concept of Ahimsa or non-violence in violently
divided Sri Lanka during this time without examining Buddhism that
was practiced, but most importantly, understanding the Buddhist
philosophy.

Many people who grew up in Sri Lanka during these times are
now mature adults, and these experiences have shaped their
worldviews. During this time, many of us witnessed the Indian
intervention in Sri Lanka in the name of the Indian Peace Keeping
Force (IPKF), the assassinations of Mr Rajiv Gandhi in India (May 21,
1991) – a former Prime Minister, and Mr. Ranasinghe Premadasa – the
sitting President of Sri Lanka (May 1, 1993), and many other mass-
bomb blasts, murders, and violence. Also, it is important to note that
this period was part of the Cold War (1947 – 1991); however, the
United States of America was becoming more powerful than the Soviet
Union (USSR). At the same time, this was a period in which the world
did not have a discourse on human rights, as we had yet to see the
establishment of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights (UNHCHR) on December 20, 1993. The geo-politics and geo-
economics were different, and Sri Lanka was flooded with various
International Non-governmental Organisation (INGOs) such as Oxfam,
Save the Children, Care International, and many more to provide
humanitarian assistance to affected populations, mainly in North and
East of Sri Lanka where the war between the Government of Sri Lanka
(GoSL) and LTTE was rampant. The news in both printed and digital
media was filled with violent incidents. Day to day lives of all facets
of the Sri Lankan population were dominated by curfews, roadblocks
and road checks, the closure of schools and various institutions, and
the presence of military with weapons everywhere.

Against this backdrop, this article explores the intricate
understanding of a teenager unravelling the complexities,
interpretations, and reflections encountered while navigating violence
in conflict-affected Sri Lanka during 1980s and 1990s. This article aims
to critically analyze the impact and relevance of the Gandhian path
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(Gandhi Marg) in dealing with uncertainty and danger generated
within a violently divided society (VDS). The Gandhian path in this
article has been defined as non-violence, human wellbeing, and social
transformation, which is strongly connected to the Buddhist
philosophy.8 Growing up in violently divided Sri Lanka generated
many confusions, challenges, and questions for the author of this
article. By unpacking these complex questions and my own
interpretations and reflections, this article attempts to understand
violence and non-violence within the mind of a teenager. This article
does not claim that the explanations of the complexities, interpretations,
and reflections are comprehensive. It does not further claim that
understanding Gandhian path and Buddhist philosophy is complete.
All these must be understood within the social, political, cultural,
economic, and environmental context of the violently divided Sri
Lanka between 1986 and 1992.

Methodological Approach

This article takes the approach of historical memory.9 This is an effort
to recover and preserve the individual memory of a violent conflict.10

In that, history is a story of a human event that happened in the past.
Someone who lived through an event remembers those events within
their social, cultural, political, economic, and environmental context.
If it is considered that memory is a historical source, then it must be
able to establish some knowledge about the events that happened in
the past. However, the problem is, what kind of memory can provide
knowledge? Is that knowledge right or wrong? How can this
knowledge be distinguished from imagination? Or is there a difference
between imagination and memory? To answer these questions, Paul
Ricoeur provides an interesting analysis:

Thus, it becomes possible to analyze the relationship between history
and in three stages. In the first, memory establishes the meaning of the
past; in the second, history introduces a critical dimension in the
relationship with the past; and in the third, the dialectic between the
experiential space to which memory belongs and the expectation horizon
against which lessons with history has enriched projected memory get.11

According to this quotation, the relationship between memory
and history can be analysed in three ways: first, it points out how
memory can build on the meanings of the past; second, it introduces
a critical dimension in relation to the past; and the third, experiences
are controlled by memory and historical expectations, therefore, can
enhance memory. In Ricoeur’s perspective, memory is not about past
events but also a form of knowledge. However, this article does not
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argue that all the memories presented here are pure knowledge. This
is why this article combines historical memory with accidental
ethnography.12

Accidental ethnography is an approach for researchers to examine
past lived experiences and contribute their findings to intellectual
discussions. Accidental ethnography facilitates a researcher to
systematically analyse data not gathered as part of predesigned
research to provide insight into past phenomena.13 This approach
provides an in-depth examination of past experiences beyond personal
reflections.14 The experiences presented in this article occurred within
the social, political, cultural, economic, and political context of Sri
Lanka between 1986 and 1992. These experiences are then examined
through the lens of the Gandhian path and Buddhist philosophical
ideas on non-violence.

The combination of historical memory with accidental ethnography
allowed this article to examine the events, experiences, and reflections
within the context of Sri Lanka between 1986 and 1992. While it is not
pure knowledge, historical memory is a tool to examine the events,
experiences, and reflections within the domain of accidental
ethnography.

Living in a Violently Divided Society

Although this article is not exactly autobiographical, many
autobiographical elements are within it. In that, it is important to
explain my own background in relation to violence from 1986 to 1992.

My father was a government servant born into the British Colony
of Ceylon in 1931.15 My mother was an artist. Due to my father’s job,
we lived mainly in rural parts of Sri Lanka. As a middle-class family,
I was privileged, but early on, my parents introduced me to poverty
and the struggles of people through their engagement with
communities. They treated people equally regardless of caste, class,
and other differences. They also had friends from Sinhala, Tamil, and
Muslim communities, so I was taught to treat people as they are. I
went to school with children from all different walks and backgrounds.
Due to my mother’s strong influence, I became a vivid reader, and in
that process, I was lucky enough to read Buddhist philosophy.16

When the war between the GoSL and LTTE started officially in
July 1983, I was nine years old; however, the reality started to hit me
in 1986. Between 1986 and 1992, I lived in an area in the Western
Province of Sri Lanka about 23 Km away from Colombo, the
commercial capital of Sri Lanka. I went to a school that could be
labelled predominantly Sinhala – Buddhist then. Apart from the war
between the GoSL and LTTE, we were experiencing conflict between
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the GoSL and the People’s Liberation Front (Janatha Vimukthi
Peramuna – JVP) during this period, too. The war with the LTTE was
happening largely in the North and East of Sri Lanka, but the conflict
with the JVP was closer to us. Many times, the student activists of the
JVP pulled us out of the classroom to protest against the GoSL. Family
members of our friends disappeared or were killed in this conflict
with JVP. At the same time, we have seen many funerals of soldiers
who were killed in the North and East by the LTTE.

Personally, my experiences with violence are close and distant.
On April 21, 1987, there was an LTTE-initiated bomb blast in the
Colombo Central Bus Station. Few of our neighbours were lucky
enough to have survived with minor injuries. That evening, they came
to their homes with blood-soaked clothes, and we were shocked to
see that. Also, some of our neighbours were in the Government military,
so their families were always worried about their safety. I remember
that one woman whose husband was a senior member of the Sri Lankan
Army said to my mother once that every time the phone rang, she
felt weak in her legs because it could be the message of her husband’s
death. At that time, one of our neighbours was a coordinating secretary
for the State Minister of Defence. Many years later, I learned that
another neighbour was an area leader of the JVP. The area was
predominantly Sinhala and Buddhist. However, as a teenager, this
violence was somewhat distant to me. The closer aspect of violence is
that there were many occasions when I said goodbye to my father in
the morning when he was going to work. I sometimes wondered
whether he would come home or not in the evening. In 1987, when
Sri Lanka signed a pact with the Government of India, there were
many curfews, shutdowns of institutions and uncertainties in finding
basic food items that brought violence home. When famous actor Vijaya
Kumaranatunga (1945 – 1988) and famous media personality
Premakeerthi de Alwis (1947 – 1989) was murdered, I was personally
affected because they were my favourites. There were many funerals,
roadside killings, roadblocks, military checkpoints, and many other
violent impacts in my life.

At school and in our neighbourhood, there were many discussions
about the GoSL war and conflict with the LTTE and JVP. There were
three distinct dimensions to these discussions:

1. Both the LTTE and JVP are a cancer to society, and they must be
eliminated through violent means.

2. The minority Tamils and Muslims are a problem to Sri Lanka, and
therefore, those communities must be controlled by strict legal,
political, and social frameworks.
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3. These are problems due to inequalities that emerged from the colonial
past’s messy socio-political policies, and solutions to these problems
must be peaceful, which points toward people-owned development.

The first two dimensions were more popular among my friends
and neighbours. The third dimension was always a debate among
everyone, especially in my neighbourhood. As I remember, in our
neighbourhood discussions, one of the prominent Sri Lankan novelists,
Simon Navagattegama, always argued in favour of this dimension.17

These discussions made me understand the nature of Sri Lanka – a
violently divided society.18

Confusion between Being a Buddhist and Supporting Violence

One of the key confusions I had as a teenager growing up in violently
divided Sri Lanka was that as Buddhism promotes non-violence, how
can I understand the killing of Tamils (who are also our own people
in Sri Lanka) within that? Many years later, when I was learning about
violently divided societies, I came across many scholars from Sri Lanka
who had the same confusion. Obeysekere, who is an internationally
known scholar, had written:

What then is the background to this violence, unprecedented in the
history of a country designated by the people themselves as dhamma
dipa, ‘the land of the Buddha’s dharma’, a doctrine of non-violence and
compassion? I am a Sinhalese and a Buddhist, and this is the troubling
question that I ask myself19

Thambiah, another prominent social anthropologist from Sri
Lanka, presents this confusion too: “If Buddhism preaches non-
violence, why is there so much political violence in Sri Lanka
today[?]”20 So, I was not alone in this confusion; however, as a teenager
during 1986 – 1992, I was largely alone in my thinking, especially in
this confusion between being a Buddhist and supporting violence
happening in Sri Lanka.

Kalama Sutta from Anguttara Nikaya provides Buddhist thought
on critical thinking, free enquiry, and rational understanding. Reading
this as a child was fascinating, because it encourages questioning.
Any child asks the question, “why?”. As a child and then a teenager,
I found this to be a motivation for my own seeking of truth about life
and living.21

Do not go upon what has been acquired by repeated hearing; nor upon
tradition; nor upon rumour; nor upon what is in a scripture; nor upon
surmise; nor upon an axiom; nor upon specious reasoning; nor upon a
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bias towards a notion that has been pondered over; nor upon another’s
seeming ability; nor upon the consideration, “The monk is our teacher.”
Kalamas, when you yourselves know: “These things are good; these
things are not blameable; these things are praised by the wise; undertaken
and observed. And when you know for yourselves that certain things
are wholesome and good, then accept them and follow them.22

As much as I listened to Buddhist monks who were preaching at
funerals and Buddhist ceremonies to wish success for soldiers from
the Sri Lankan military, I realised there is a contradiction between the
Buddhist teachings and what is being practiced in Sri Lanka. This
was confusing to me as a teenager. When I tried to talk to some of our
neighbours who were academics and intellectuals, they brushed my
questions aside by saying that I was too young to understand. My
confusion on this matter grew when many of my friends joined the
Sri Lankan military in 1991-1992, and we were told that they are
making good Karma, because they were going to protect our country.23

As a teenager, I had thoughts of joining the military so that I could do
something good. I contemplated this idea as a strong possibility until
I met with a Buddhist monk, Balangoda Ananda Maitreya Thero, one
morning at his temple.24 Ananda Maitreya Thero listened to me very
carefully. Then he told me the story of Yodhâjîva, the headman and
worrier:

Yodhajiva, the headman went to the Blessed One and, on arrival, having
bowed down to him, sat to one side. As he was sitting there he said to the
Blessed One: “Lord, I have heard that it has been passed down by the
ancient teaching lineage of warriors that ‘When a warrior strives and
exerts himself in battle, if others then strike him down and slay him
while he is striving and exerting himself in battle, then with the breakup
of the body, after death, he is reborn in the company of devas slain in
battle.’ What does the Blessed One have to say about that?
Apparently, headman, I haven’t been able to get past you by saying,
‘Enough, headman, put that aside. Don’t ask me that.’ So, I will simply
answer you. When a warrior strives and exerts himself in battle, his
mind is already seized, debased, and misdirected by the thought: ‘May
these beings be struck down or slaughtered or annihilated or destroyed.
May they not exist.’ If others, then strike him down and slay him while
he is thus striving and exerting himself in battle, then with the breakup
of the body, after death, he is reborn in the hell called the realm of those
slain in battle.25

Ananda Maitreya Thero then told me that conflicts are happening
in this world because human beings have attachments to themselves,
their families, their societies, and even to the land we call a country.
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He said that everything, including the country,  is impermanent, and
the Buddha’s teaching is to let go of these attachments. In that, he
said that going to fight for the country’s protection and Buddhism is
a meaningless exercise. He quoted the Dhammapada, and explained
that winning produces arrogance and hatred, and the defeated suffers
from sorrow and therefore gives up both victory and defeat to claim
a happy life.26 Ananda Maitreya Thero further said that the solution
to the violence in Sri Lanka lies within Buddhist philosophy. He pointed
me to the following quotation from Anguttara Nikaya:

One who does not kill or enjoin killing,
who does not conquer or enjoin conquest,
one who has loving-kindness toward all beings,
harbours no enmity toward anyone.27

Finally, Ananda Maitreya Thero told me about the most relevant
part of this article. He said Buddhist philosophy is all about non-
violence, and I must learn about Mahatma Gandhi’s non-violent
movement to figure out what I want to do with my life. Like a prophet
who can see the future, he said that the next century will be filled
with violent incidents, including wars and disasters in the world,
and people will experience a lot of suffering. Therefore, he pointed
out that it is paramount to understand Gandhi’s path of non-violence
in order to live one’s own life and engage with everyone in this world.
Although by that time I had read Gandhi, this was a new introduction,
and at that time, I did not realise how this would change my life.

Understanding Ahimsa in a Violently Divided Society

On the advice of Ananda Maitreya Thero, I started to read Gandhi
and tried to understand the Gandhian path from my own Buddhist
perspective. Instead of trying to find differences, I attempted to
understand the similarities. That allowed me to find my path as a
teenager living in a violently divided society. I am presenting my
understanding of the Gandhian path here, and I do not claim that this
is the only correct understanding. Based on my understanding of
Buddhist philosophy, I thought, and continue to think, that “I may be
wrong.”28

Through my readings and critical thinking, I found that Mahatma
Gandhi’s philosophy focuses on social construction and reconstruction.
He worked towards changing social structures that can positively
impact human beings but argued that such changes do not eliminate
the evil in human beings. Gandhi, therefore, attempted to tackle the
very source of this evil within human beings through his own living
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example and work. He pointed out that the source of wickedness is
the ego of human beings and their never-ending greed for more and
more materialistic possessions. The Buddha explained that
intemperance and greed are the worst among all illnesses, and
attachments generate the utmost sorrow.29 Gandhi’s message to the
workers of the movement was similar to the Buddha’s teachings.
Gandhi said, “shed your possessiveness, your chains will then fall
down.”30

What I found very interesting was that the Gandhian approach
was that human beings are essentially good at the core. Gandhi
considered the Buddha the greatest teacher of non-violence (Ahimsa),
and he “taught us to defy appearances and trust in the final triumph
of Truth and Love.”31 Further, paying tribute to the Buddha for his
renunciation of worldly attachments, Gandhi wrote in the Indian
Opinion on July 7, 1907, how, in the sixth century B.C., the Buddha,
after suffering through many hardships, attained self-realization and
taught the ideas of spiritual wellbeing among the people. To
understand human goodness beyond their external dimensions such
as caste, class, ethnicity, gender, and beliefs that the Buddha taught.
In my experience, the Sri Lankan society from 1986 to 1992 failed to
understand this point. However, as I was developing my own
framework within a violently divided society in which to live my life,
I started to practice becoming friends with everyone within my society.

In this practice of understanding the goodness of every human
being, I then started to understand the concept of non-violence or
Ahimsa. This was part of the religious and philosophical tradition in
the Indian subcontinent. In Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist traditions,
Ahimsa is a central spiritual practice that surrenders or transcends
one’s ego. Non-violence, as I understood it, means realizing that all
living beings and non-living things on this planet are interconnected.
As pointed out by Gandhi, if one man [person] gains spirituality, the
whole world gains with him [them], and if one fails, the whole world
falls to that extent.”32 To me, this means that the individual liberation
is connected to the liberation of everyone and everything. This
liberation means knowing oneself. When one manages to transcend
their ego, that will allow them to become humble, compassionate,
and reflective so that they can recognise their own greed, hatred,
and ignorance.33 This interconnectedness of all living beings and non-
living things, a humble, compassionate, and reflective human being
can move towards non-violence. From a Buddhist philosophical
perspective, there is an explanation of this interconnectedness.

himsa (violence) and asatya (untruth) alike proceed from attavada
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[separation], the dire heresy of separateness. They equally constitute
violence against the omnipresent truth, the subjection of a whole to a
part or the pretence of the part to be the whole.34

In return, Gandhi wrote:

… In its positive form, Ahimsa means the largest love, the greatest charity.
If I am a follower of Ahimsa, I must love my enemy or a stranger to me as
I would to my wrongdoing father or son. The active Ahimsa necessarily
includes truth and fearlessness.35

In this context, it is important to understand violence during 1986
– 1992 in Sri Lanka. There was an attraction to joining the military,
and there was a social construct that it was to protect the country and
Buddhism.36 Gandhi explained the worthlessness in armed and violent
interventions as, “the glamour of misused heroism and sacrifice in a
bad cause.”37 As human beings who can reason, we must be able to
resolve disagreements and conflicts by non-violent means. This is
what I understood about the Gandhian path and what the Buddha
taught in his philosophy. Hatred can never be conciliated by hatred;
love can only reconcile hatred. It is also essential to understand that
non-violence does not mean that one should be fearful and submit to
the will of the oppressor. In fact, it means one has developed the
ability to love even the oppressor. It is a battle between the will of the
non-violent person and that of the oppressor. Under the approach of
Ahimsa, oppression is won over by liberty, and physical force and
violence are challenged by truth. This is the deeper realization of the
fundamental goodness of human nature. As I understood the
Gandhian path, non-violence is the weapon of strong human beings.
That means violence is the weapon of the weak. At the same time,
non-violence cannot be taught when an individual is afraid to die and
cannot resist. Non-violence needs more training than violent
strategies. The essential training of non-violence is an ongoing attempt
to realize the goodness in human beings (or can be understood as
faith). This only would prevent human beings from committing
violence on anyone and anything in this world, thought and deed.38

Although it was nearly impossible to find people to get directions
on the non-violent path within the Sri Lankan context, I continued to
think and discuss the possibilities with my mother and my best friend.
Our discussions, debates, and dialogue helped me to navigate the
violent acts happening in Sri Lankan society at that time. Reading
Buddhist philosophy and Gandhi was illuminating and helpful in
figuring out the non-violent path. I was especially attracted to the
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idea that non-violence is the weapon of the strong. Through my
readings and discussions, I realized that compassion, care, and humility
are strong human traits that facilitate non-violence within human
beings as well as in wider society. In that, my confusion was resolved.
I realized that non-violence is for common people and natural to human
beings.

In my reading and understanding of Ahimsa, Mahatma Gandhi
was not a theorist or a philosopher. He was a human being who
practiced what he thought was right. The Gandhian path is not an
abstract theory. Gandhi himself was a reflective human being of action.
These were lessons that I learned during an extremely violent time in
Sri Lanka. The Gandhian path points all human beings to reject war,
violence, discrimination, and oppression in the name of nationality,
ethnicity, religion, or humanity. Non-violence is the foundation of the
Gandhian path and is a way of life. Gandhi believed that each
individual has a right to truth as they perceive it. However, truth
must be realized through non-violent means. Gandhian path explained
that the success of violence is short-lived. The social change, which
facilitates dignity for all, would be lasting and long-lasting. Gandhi’s
clear message is that positive results produced through violence do
not have a purpose or meaning.

Ahimsa as a Practice

Reflecting and examining my own experiences, readings of Buddhist
philosophy and Gandhi, and various discussions with people from
1986 to 1992, I have realized that a violently divided society is not the
place for Buddhist thought and the Gandhian path. However, the
Gandhian path’s Buddhist philosophical ideas and practices can inform
individuals, communities, and societies to move away from violent
solutions to conflicts. As an adult, the concepts and practices of non-
violence must be taught to children at a very young age, something I
attempt to initiate within my own child. When I see the value of
compassion, care, and humility within my child, I feel proud that I
did not join the military towards the end of my school but moved
into a path where I can learn and practice non-violence.

Although the Gandhian path has many aspects related to social,
political, cultural, economic, and environmental development, it is based
on Ahimsa. A practice that every human being can realize without
distinction. A society can only be developed and prosper so long it
adheres to methods of non-violence. In its positive sense, non-violence
represents one of the fundamental qualities of human beings. Violence
is always a part of human life; however, Ahimsa must be considered to
be the nature of humankind. In many ways, Ahimsa is nothing but love
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and compassion. This is the feeling of oneness with everyone and
everything. Ahimsa can be understood as the demand for sincere efforts
to free the mind from anger, hatred, revenge, greed, and jealousy. Only
practicing Ahimsa with compassion, care, and collaboration can eliminate
human suffering and facilitate a flourishing planet.

These ideas, and concepts of Ahimsa are not just theoretical, but
very practical and realistic. The Mauryan Emperor Ashoka (269 – 232
BC) showed the world that it is possible to transform violence into
non-violent freedom and development.39 Similarly, Mahatma Gandhi
showed the contemporary world that non-violence or Ahimsa is a
very powerful approach that he managed to remove the evillest of an
empire from the Indian sub-continent. However, it is important to
understand that Ahimsa must be practiced consciously. This means
restraining no harmful thoughts against others. Non-violence is a
mental practice to begin with. Like in Buddhist philosophy, Ahimsa’s
Gandhian path means maintaining non-violence within violent
situations. The following folk story from Sri Lanka and Southern India
would explain this point:

A monk was meditating with his student near a river. One day, the monk
saw a scorpion struggling in water to survive. The monk went and lifted
the scorpion from his hand to bring it to the land. While the monk was
doing that, the scorpion stung him many times, however, the monk did
not let it go. When this was done, the monk was in pain, and the student
who was watching this asked him, “why did you do that? You are now
in pain and the scorpion thanklessly bit you.” The monk responded to
the student, “my nature is compassion, and the scorpion’s nature is to
sting. Why must I change my nature because of the scorpion?”

In the same way, the positive aspects of non-violence are much
more subtle. Ahimsa is not just refraining from causing harm to the
scorpion; however, it stands for positive attitude towards other living
beings regardless of their nature. According to Gandhi, like the
Buddha, non-violence is a basic and essential qualities of humankind.
Ahimsa is the feeling of oneness, which is essentially love. In an act of
love, one can identify with the object of one’s love, which is impossible
unless there is an effort to free the mind from feelings such as jealousy,
revenge, anger, and hatred. In that, I understand that the Buddhist
philosophy and the type of Buddhism practiced in Sri Lanka from
1986 to 1992 are two different entities. This does not mean that the
Sri Lankan understanding of Buddhism is of no value; however, when
considering non-violence, compassion, and love, it did not contribute
to the prevention and solving of the violence we experienced in Sri
Lanka.
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Towards a Conclusion

Sri Lanka continues to be a violently divided society.40 Although the
war between the Government of Sri Lanka and LTTE was over in
2009, the society is divided between religions, ethnicity, and class.
Buddhism has been used as a political means against ethnic minorities
in the Country.41 Although, there was a marginal discourse of Ahimsa
in Sri Lanka from 1986 to 1992, it is difficult to trace such discourses
in contemporary Sri Lanka. How and why has Sri Lanka come to be
what it is today with a socio-economic crisis? Where will it go? In
what direction the country must be guided? A definitive, non-
controversial answer could be provided to answer the last question:
towards a peaceful and prosperous Sri Lanka. With all the violence
that happened, Sri Lanka was the bloodiest place on Earth during
1986 – 1992. As pointed out in this article, the rage of violence in Sri
Lanka has been generated and fuelled by several inter-related conflicts
– between ethnic and religious groups, between India and Sri Lanka,
between classes, and between political parties. Therefore, facilitating
Sri Lanka’s transition to a peaceful and prosperous country is a massive
task. However, there is much to learn from Gandhian path as well as
the path walked by the Buddha. By doing so, people can overcome
the divisions of ethnicities, religious beliefs, and hatred of classes. In
that, Ahimsa is the precondition for the dignity of all people and the
creation of a prosperous Sri Lanka. To conclude this article, I state the
Buddhist principle of Ahimsa, which means love and compassion
towards all living beings:

Sabbe Satta Bhavantu Sukhitatta
May all living beings be well!

Notes and References

1. Mahadev Desai, With Gandhiji in Ceylon: A Journal of the Tour with
Authorised Version of All Important Speeches, (Madras: S. Ganesan,
1928), 55.

2. N. Radhakrishnan, Gandhi in the Globalised Context,
Comprehensive Gandhi Website, February 20, 2023, https://
www.mkgandhi.org/articles/Radhakrishnan.htm

3. Benjamin Schonthal, “Buddhism And The Constitution: The
Historiography and Postcolonial Politics of Section 6” in The Sri
Lankan Republic at 40: Reflections on Constitutional History, Theory
and Practice, ed, Asanga Welikala, (Colombo: Centre for Policy
Alternatives, 2012), 202.

4. “The Republic of Sri Lanka shall give to Buddhism the foremost



Understanding the Concept of Ahimsa   ●   61

April–June 2024

place and accordingly it shall be the duty of the State to protect and
foster Buddhism while assuring to all religions the rights granted
by section 18(1)(d).”

5. B. Schonthal, “Securing the Sasana through Law: Buddhist
constitutionalism and Buddhist-interest litigation in Sri Lanka”,
Modern Asian Studies, 50(6), (2016), 1966-2008.

6. Including the current Constitution of Sri Lanka, which came into
force in 1978.

7. B. Schonthal, “Securing the Sasana through Law: Buddhist
constitutionalism and Buddhist-interest litigation in Sri Lanka”.

8. Sauarabh Kumar Suman, “Convergence of Buddhism and
Gandhism: a humanism of non-violence and compassion”, the 40th
Annual Conference of Indian Society of Gandhian Studies on Gandhi
and Indian Culture, (31st October to 2nd November, 2017), 1-7.

9. Joe Moran, “History, memory and the everyday.” Rethinking history,
8(1), (2004), 51-68.

10. Javier Corredor, María Emma Wills, and Mikel Asensio-Brouard.
“Historical memory education for peace and justice: definition of a
field.” Journal of Peace Education, 15(2), (2018), 169–190.

11. Paul Ricoeur, Memory, Forgetfulness, and History, Iyyun: The
Jerusalem Philosophical Quarterly, 45 (1996), 14.

12. Joseph Levitan, Davin Carr-Chellman, and Alison Carr-Chellman.
“Accidental ethnography: A method for practitioner-based education
research”, Action Research 18(3), (2020), 336-352.

13. Lee Ann Fujii, “Five stories of accidental ethnography: Turning
unplanned moments in the field into data.” Qualitative Research,
15(4), (2015), 525-539.

14. Joseph Levitan, Davin Carr-Chellman, and Alison Carr-Chellman,
“Accidental ethnography: A method for practitioner-based education
research”, Action Research, 2017, 0(0), 1–17.

15. Born and growing-up in the colony, my father had friends from all
walks of life including very successful businessmen, medical doctors,
lawyers, and academics. They were also from Sinhala, Tamil,
Muslim, and other ethnic groups. I always observed in fascination
of his ability to move successfully between classes and ethnic
divisions. This was also my own learning, which helped me later on
in my own work.

16. I had access to books on Buddhist philosophy written by prominent
Buddhist scholars such as Polwatte Buddhadatta, Rerukane
Chandawimala, Walpola Rahula, and translations of Edwin Arnold.
Also, I had access to the Sinhala translations of Jiddu Krishnamurti,
Hermann Hesse, Leo Tolstoy, Swami Vivekananda, and Mahatma
Gandhi. As I remember, these authors have made a huge impact on
my own thinking about violence in Sri Lanka.

17. Mr Simon Navagattegama live in my neighbourhood for 4-5 years
with his children. He used to come and spend time in neighbourhood
gatherings. As he had a very distinct style of speaking, I used to sit



62   ●   GANDHI MARG

Volume 46 Number 1

around to listen to him. Also, he is one of the first people I have seen
with experiences beyond Sri Lanka with a deep understanding of
world literature – not only from the western world, but also from
Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. Along with him, Mr Sugathapala
de Silva were my two favourite Sinhala authors.

18. This term was introduced to me by late Dr Kenneth Bush, who was
a mentor, teacher, and friend. Ken arrived in Sri Lanka for the first
time in late 1970’s as a young student and later conducted some of
his doctoral fieldwork in Sri Lanka. My discussions with him about
Sri Lanka made me realised the term for Sri Lanka during this period
can be understood as a violently divided society. Although, I did not
know the term then, my understanding was exactly the same.

19. Gananath Obeyesekere, The Origins and Institutionalization of
Political Violence. In J. Manor, ed., Sri Lanka in Change and Crisis,
(London: Croom Helm, 1984), 154.

20. Stanley Jeyaraja Thmbiah, Sri Lanka ethnic fratricide and the
dismantling of democracy, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1986), 1.

21. When started to collaborate and working with conflict, disaster, and
uneven development affected communities in Asia, Africa, Europe,
and the Middle East, this idea of critical thinking was very helpful.
Much of my collaborations and work has been with people from
Christian, Hindu, and Islamic beliefs, and this free enquiry allowed
me to understand their positionalities as well as their perceptions
without creating divisions.

22. Daniel H. Henning, A Manual for Buddhism and Deep Ecology,
Special Edition, (Bangkok: The World Buddhist University, 2002),
59-60.

23. Karma in this context was understood as the action, and their
consequences. In terms of the soldiers of the Sri Lankan military, it
was told by many popular Buddhist monks that karma of going to
war to protect the country is positive. They used the popular legend
of the King Dutugamunu (161 – 137 BC) that fought against the
South Indian invading King Elara. When King Dutugamnunu was
worried about his killing of enemy combatants, allegedly the
Buddhist monks at that time told him not to worry as his positive
karma of protecting the country and Buddhism is bigger than his
negative karma.

24. According to my memory, this must have been either 1991 or 1992.
One of our family friends, who knew about my confusion with
Buddhism and violence, took me to meet with Balangoda Ananda
Maitreya Thero. He was considered to be an authority of Buddhist
philosophy and had different experiments with various Buddhist
and Hindu traditions of meditation.

25. Bhikkhu Bodhi, (trans)., The Connected Discourses of the Buddha:
A New Translation of the SaC�yutta Nikaya, (Boston: Wisdom
Publications, 2000), 1334.



Understanding the Concept of Ahimsa   ●   63

April–June 2024

26. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, The Dhammapada: With Introductory
Essays, Pali Text, English Translation and Notes. (London: Oxford
University Press, 1950), 126.

27. Bhikkhu Bodhi (trans.), The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha. A
Complete Translation of the Anguttara Nikaya, (Somerville, MA:
Wisdom Publications, 2012), 1112.

28. Although, I identify with the Buddhist philosophy, I do not wear the
banner of being a Buddhist. As the Buddha said, Dharma is like a
boat to cross the river (of suffering) and one does not have to carry it
with them. In that, I consider myself to be a student of spirituality.

29. Radhakrishnan, The Dhammapada: With Introductory Essays, Pali
Text, English Translation and Notes, 126.

30. Adi H. Doctor, The man in Gandhian philosophy, The Indian Journal
of Political Science 53, no. 2 (1992), 153.

31. Gandhi, “Speech at a Buddha Jayanti meeting in Bombay”, The
Collected Works, vol. 24, (May 18, 1924), 86.

32. Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, Violence in Peace and War, Vol. 2,
(Ahmedabad: Navjiwan, 1949), 65.

33. Radhakrishnan, The Dhammapada: With Introductory Essays.
34. Raghavan Iyer, The Moral and Political Thought of Mahatma Gandhi,

(London: Concord Grove Press, 1983), 226.
35. Letter in Modern Review, October 1916 as cited in Iyer, The Moral

and Political Thought of Mahatma Gandhi, 180.
36. In all sides of violence, there was this attraction. Whether one joined

the Sri Lankan military, or LTTE or JVP. At the same time, I strongly
acknowledge that many young men and women joined these armed
groups due to discrimination, inequalities, and oppression in social
structures within Sri Lanka.

37. Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, A Revolutionary’s Defence, Young
India (Weekly Paper), vol. VII, 12, February 1925, (Ahmedabad:
Navajivan Publishing House, 1981), 60.

38. Ratan Das, The Global Vision of Mahatma Gandhi (New Delhi: Sarup
and Sons, 2005), 53.

39. Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1999), 236.

40. Orjuela, Camilla, Dhammika Herath, and Jonas Lindberg. “Corrupt
peace? Corruption and ethnic divides in post-war Sri Lanka.” Journal
of South Asian Development 11(2), (2016), 149-174.

41. Rameez, Aboobacker. “Aluthgama Violence: a Reflection of Sinhala
Buddhist Supremacism.” Department of Social Sciences, South
Eastern University of Sri Lanka. Second International Symposium–
2015, FIA, SEUSL. Retrieved from http://ir. lib. seu. ac. lk/bitstream/
handle/123456789/879/Aluthgama% 20Violence, (2015).



64   ●   GANDHI MARG

Volume 46 Number 1

JANAKA JAYAWICKRAMA is Distinguished Professor of Social
Anthropology, Department of History & Director: Research Centre
for Health and Wellbeing, College of Liberal Arts, Shanghai
University, China. Email: janaka_jayawickrama@shu.edu.cn
Address: Room 507, Building 5, College of Liberal Arts, Shanghai
University, 333, Nanchen Road, Baoshan District, Shanghai - 200444,
China. Email: janaka_jayawickrama@shu.edu.cn

GANDHI  PEACE  FOUNDATION  LIBRARY

GANDHI PEACE FOUNDATION houses a library
designed as a reference centre for Gandhian Literature/
Thought.

The collections are diverse ranging from books, journals,
periodicals, newspapers, magazines, 240 books written by
Gandhiji and more than 100 biographies of Gandhiji by
different authors. Currently the library maintains a collections
of more than 10,000 books.

“Library is connected to DELNET (Network of Libraries)



Role of Buddhist and Hindu Religious Leaders   ●   65

April–June 2024

Role of Buddhist and Hindu
Religious Leaders in the Post-War
Conflict Transformation Process:

A Study Based on Rathnapura
District in Srilanka

Aruna Jayathilaka & Sayuri Gamage

ABSTRACT

Sri Lanka is an ethnically and religiously diverse nation that faced 30 years of
civil war. Managing tensions and supporting reconciliation in the post-war era
remained an immense governance challenge. This paper explores the potential
contribution of Buddhist and Hindu religious leaders to conflict transformation
processes in the Rathnapura District. It applies Johan Galtung’s ABC conflict
triangle model to examine inter-religious and inter-ethnic attitudes and
relationships. Through 40 semi-structured interviews with religious leaders
and community members, the paper unearths the complex layers of trauma,
biases, and mistrust underpinning the post-war social fabric. Findings reveal
that most Buddhist and Hindu religious leaders harbor prejudicial cultural
assumptions that their own ethnicity and belief system are intrinsically superior.
By transmitting such divisive notions into society, religious elites often
inadvertently exacerbate inter-communal estrangement rather than fostering
empathy and coexistence. Thus, while religious figures can play pivotal roles in
post-conflict rehabilitation, given their moral authority, results highlight the
need for targeted interventions to orient faith leaders toward non-discrimination,
healing, and reconciliation principles. Reimagining religious identities along
more tolerant lines thus offers vital terrain for conflict transformation and the
realization of positive peace.
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Introduction

CONFLICT TRANSFORMATION FOCUSES on converting conflict-
prone systems into positive peace-oriented systems, emphasizing
systemic change by resolving issues. Conflict transformation addresses
deeply hardwired social controversies by altering the underpinning
social structures and connections1. It seeks ongoing societal change
and the establishment of new social relations and institutions, viewing
the never-ending process. Critiques argue that conflict resolution
frequently fails by ignoring the root causes of conflicts and the societal
environment, making conflict transformation a superior approach.

Conflict cannot be solved positively or forcefully by another
conflict. According to Gandhian philosophy, any society can live
happily with positive peace.2  To achieve positive peace, it would be
useful for a country to apply principles drawn from Gandhian
philosophy. If a country is multicultural and multiethnic, ruling it is
not easy because there are many sensitive areas. Religion is the most
sensitive factor in human life. The people who handle this most
sensitive factor are religious leaders. So, religious leaders, as a group,
should always follow the Gandhian philosophy of harmony,
nonviolence, compassion, and helping each other. If any country
achieves negative peace, it is a good moment to implement this
harmony, extending helping hands to each other, showing compassion,
and promoting humanity within society. Religious leaders can lead in
implementing Gandhian philosophy to achieve positive peace.

As a particular culture, individuals, regardless of their identities,
should strive to progress while respecting all other cultures and
religions and safeguarding their cultural heritage. The main objective
of this article is to explore the role of key figures in religions. Do they
actively participate in conflict transformation to achieve positive peace?
Are they also suffering from traumas resulting from experiences of
war?

Background

Sri Lanka is a multicultural and multiethnic country. In 1815, Sri Lanka
was a British colony. As a result, Sri Lanka has made significant progress
in the government sector, the ruling system, and new technology while
confronting several challenges. Britain utilized a divide-and-rule
approach to make it easier to rule. Ethnicity-based appointments were
employed to make decisions easier when appointing members to the
legislature. Following independence, political instability was created
by the Citizenship Act, which necessitated even the third-generation
settlers to prove their identity.3 If anyone needs citizenship, his/her
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father should be born in Sri Lanka.  The Sinhala Only Act made the
Sinhala language the official language.4 The country also witnessed a
30-year war scenario. It has led residents to experience psychological,
environmental, and social strain. Many individuals lost their lives,
assets, and family members. When a person experiences discrimination
and injustice, it cannot be forgotten; nevertheless, society, government,
and individuals must work together to heal the wound. People utilize
religion to heal their wounds and find peace, and they often believe
what their religious leaders say. They can assist the government in
completing the conflict-transforming process.

Sri Lankans have unrestricted religious freedom. According to
Article 10 of Chapter III of the 1978 Constitution5, individuals were
granted the right to freedom of religion. The predominant religious
group in Sri Lanka is the Sinhala Buddhist community, while the
remaining population consists of Hindu, Muslim, and Catholic
minorities. A current policy in Sri Lanka is the National Policy on
Reconciliation and Coexistence, which targets reunification of
multicultural and multi religious communities. The government formed
the Lessons Learned and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC)6 to analyze
war causes and propose reconciliation measures resulting in a National
Action Plan concentrating on rights, governance, and resettlement. It
later rounded up milestones for infrastructure development projects
and the 13th Amendment, providing official language status to both
Sinhala and Tamil. Reconciliation processes are under the purview of
the Office for National Unity and Reconciliation; in contrast, the
victims’ assistance is provided by the Office for Reparations. The Right
to Information Act of 2016 improves the open government system,
which is vital for reconciliation. The constitutional changes are
considered for minority protection and governors’ authority.

While many actions have been taken to settle the Sri Lankan
situation, why has it caused sudden cultural-based conflicts? Do people
living in the Rathnapura district affect the conflict transformation
process? More than the rules and regulations of the constitution, people
obey their religion. What can religious leaders do as leaders of those
religions other than government? Are they providing that support
for society? Certain issues are there when encountered in
implementing reconciliation laws. Critics questioned the autonomy
and neutrality of the Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission
(LLRC), as the Sri Lankan legal system could not commence legal
proceedings for human rights abuse and war crimes and constantly
failed to gather information or witnesses especially in conflict areas7.
Some did not want to be exposed and did not trust the system. There
was political interference believed to be coming from the government
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which left doubt as to whether the government was serious in the
implementation of the recommendations made by the Lessons Learnt
and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC). As such, the large number of
proposed reforms never saw the light of the day or were implemented
in a partial way.

Religious leaders can act as bridges between communities, enabling
communication and developing understanding among various
religious and ethnic groups. Religious leaders can host intercultural
discussions, peace conferences, and efforts to promote mutual tolerance
and collaboration. Religious leaders can advocate for peace,
encouraging their followers to practice nonviolence, forgiveness, and
reconciliation8. Religious leaders have been directly involved in
resolving disputes and forging peace treaties on certain occasions.
Their neutrality, moral authority, and ability to demand respect from
all parties have made them effective mediators in settling conflicts
and reaching agreements. Religious leaders in Sri Lanka have been
strong champions for human rights, justice, and accountability.
Religious leaders may, therefore, put a stop to the strife and are
respected community members. All-Africa Conference of Churches
(AACC) used prayer at key junctures throughout the discussions and
referenced both Christian and Muslim scriptures to cease the Sudanese
Civil War in 1972 temporarily9.  These and many other initiatives from
spiritual authorities.

When formulating new policies, administering existing regulations,
and conducting research, policymakers, researchers, and public officials
must carefully consider the culturally ingrained symptoms prevalent
in society. Determine how experience cultivated in human attitudes
throughout time without receiving constructive guidance, options, or
justice might benefit future policymakers. Ingrown traumas may be
signs of social hostility. Conflict may be detected in the aspect of
behavior. Behavioral conflict is a long-term unconscious, hidden-level
process for dealing with traumas, glories, and societal contradictions.
When a country resolves a behavioral conflict, it does not attain
complete freedom10. It was simply a negative peace. As a nation, we
must attain positive peace by also mending hidden layers. Religious
leaders may be effective advocates at this level. This research may
also aid in determining how religious leaders might support the conflict
transformation process.
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Methodological Approach

Rathnapura District11

Rathnapura District is located in the Sabaragamuwa Province of
Sri Lanka, which encompasses a tropical rainforest climate for a
multicultural and multiethnic society for which the cultural and
religious authorities often get involved for politico-economic and
plantations often. It is most notable for its large ethnic endowment
that ensures inter-ethnic interaction is not a once or two time a week
affair but a daily occurrence. Some religious leaders have lived since
1983 and worked to save the lives of different ethnic groups. The
researchers could find Buddhist religious leaders who saved many
lives of Tamil people in the 1983–1987 period.

Due to the mix of ethnic groups chosen to collect data, when
examining this area, it was discovered that religious leaders were
affected during the Black July period. Many religious leaders have
been through three decades of conflict. The study examined how they
managed their duties amidst widespread ethnic discrimination and
what policies they planned to implement after the war. It is becoming
increasingly clear how religious leaders may help to alter conflicts. In
general, people think only northern and eastern people were affected
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by experienced the war situation. However, as a small country, every
citizen of Sri Lanka had lived with trauma and fear due to war for
several decades. Because of that, the researchers selected this area to
gather data.

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect the primary data.
The researchers conducted 40 semi-structured interviews in May 2022.
We targeted religious leaders from both ethnicities (Buddhists and
Hindu religious leaders). Because religious ten leaders represent their
own culture, they can provide invaluable support for social
collaboration. We used ten interviews from each ethnicity and 20
interviews from both ethnicities. Ten citizens from the Rathnapura
district were selected using a simple random sampling method. We
used qualitative primary data and content-based analysis methods to
evaluate the data. We used the codes mentioned when analyzing the
data.

We used the codes to present the findings provided by
respondents. During interviews, we sought answers about,

l Participants’ religious and ethnic backgrounds.
l Have you had any experience throughout the war?
l Relationships between several ethnic groups?
l Do you have any suggestions for transforming conflict?
l How can religious leaders help in conflict transformation?
l What actions did they engage in as religious leaders to promote

communal harmony?
l What are the suggestions for conflict transformation in the

post war period?
The researchers collected data through semi-structured interviews

and employed qualitative data analysis methods, given the sensitivity
of the subject matter. Thematic analysis was deemed appropriate for
delving into the complexities of the topic. Semi-structured interviews
proved invaluable in eliciting deeper insights, allowing researchers
to assess profound cultural syndromes such as ongoing discussions
on traumas, rather than merely obtaining concise answers.
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Conceptual Framework12

Conceptual Framework is the best way to present research
methodology. Conceptual framework helps to identify the main stages
of research. This was helpful for identifying a research problem,
figuring out the framework for the research, and identifying data.
This can elaborate what the researchers need to illustrate through the
research. Conceptual Framework serves as a guide and ballets to
research13.

Dependent Variable

Gandhian philosophy is the most effective way to achieve our goals is
through nonviolence and Sri Lanka is currently on the path to positive
peace. As a multicultural and multi-religious country, Sri Lanka must
improve and expand the conflict transformation mechanism. The
dependent variable in this study is religious leaders’ roles in conflict
transformation. Religious leaders’ roles vary depending on several
parameters. Society requires that they actively participate in society.
But it was reliant on the independent variable.

Independent Variables

Rights

According to Gandhi, all people should receive equal treatment
without any discrimination. The extent to which their own country
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provides these rights, and the manner in which the government treats
them, may result in either glorious or traumatic experiences. Rights
can play a vital role in shaping people’s minds. They do not differentiate
based on whether a person is a religious leader, an educated individual,
or an ordinary person. However, human rights can significantly
influence a person’s behavior and their role in society.

Experience

When a person lives in a country, historical events can shape their
experiences. These experiences can be passed down from generation
to generation and influence a person’s role in society. Gandhi believed
in nonviolence and peaceful collaboration, which is highly relevant in
this content. Echoing this, we emphasize the importance of educating
these concepts to the people. However, if religious leaders also have
traumatic experiences, it affects a deeper, often hidden level of the
human mind.

Religion

In countries with a multi-religious context, where one religion
constitutes the majority and others are in the minority, the
aforementioned rights and experiences may vary. Each religion holds
different customs, traditions, values, and beliefs. As citizens, it is
imperative to move forward by respecting all cultural differences while
safeguarding one’s religious beliefs. Gandhian philosophy teaches us
to be more courteous, to live with humanity, and to cooperate.
However, this dynamic can alter the role of religious leaders in the
process of conflict transformation.

Area

In the Sri Lankan context, researchers have identified that different
regions harbor different types of experiences and rights, which may
also vary according to religion. In certain areas, religious leaders play
an active role, and the populace may possess a good understanding
of the country’s situation, while in others, there may be dichotomous
ideas according to Galtung’s concept.

Literature Review

This paper applies Johan Galtung’s seminal ABC conflict triangle as
an overarching framework to examine drivers of tensions between
Buddhist and Hindu communities in post-war Sri Lanka. Conflict
comprised of contradictory attitudes (“A”), behaviors (“B”), and
substantive disputes (“C”)14. Attitudes reflect inner assumptions,



Role of Buddhist and Hindu Religious Leaders   ●   73

April–June 2024

trauma, prejudices or dreams held by groups. Behaviors manifest as
communication, cooperation or violence enacted between groups.
Contradictions point to contested material interests over resources,
power or norms.

Three phases of a conflict 15

Galtung’s Conflict Triangle16

Deep Culture and Deep Structure are part of the unconscious
dimension that exists as an invisible part. Cultural violence, structural
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violence, and direct acts of violence exist in society because of deep
culture and deep structure17. All these sectors indicate that the invisible
portion is more destructive than the visible part and might remain a
psychological factor for a long time. The way the ABC Triangle
interacts with the Iceberg model. “B” is the visible conscious part,
which can be used to bring a conflict’s Direct Violence (Deep Behavior)
practical technique. “A” Attitudes are shaped by Deep Culture, which
creates Cultural syndromes based on people’s violence and
experiences. “Underneath attitudes are the Deep Attitudes; in English,
they also starting with “A”: Assumptions, axioms. De-individualizing
and De-Mathematizing we get Deep Culture a web of notions about
what is true, good, right, beautiful, scared”18.

Cultural violence originates from deep culture, and culture
syndromes are considered to be the principal stimuli. Choosenness /
Glory / Trauma explores gender, race, class, and nation cultures, while
Dichotomy/ Manichaeism/ Armageddon is more inclined towards
Western and other civilizations. As root culture, it has promoted both
cultural violence and has a direct link to encouraging violence.
Dichotomy / Manichaeism/ Armageddon (DMA) - Choosenness/
Glory/ Trauma (CGT) is a primitive approach to portray religion as a
determining factor for behavioral change and overall perception on
society19.

Chart of Dichotomy / Manichaeism/ Armageddon 20
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Chart of Choosenness/ Glory/ Trauma 21

The conflict transformation method must address the hidden or
unconscious level. Religious leaders can assist in the healing of these
traumatic processes while also reducing structural violence in society.
Religious figures have constructively mediated peace negotiations and
post-conflict trauma healing from Mozambique to Sudan22. Religious
Leaders simultaneously can abuse moral authority to encourage zero-
sum divisions rather than inter-group empathy and cohesion. In Sri
Lanka specifically, research signals that ethnic and religious bias
transmitted through Buddhist clergy, education systems, and
nationalist politics played pivotal historical roles in constructing the
Tamil “other” as antagonists, eventually erupting into civil war23. The
post-independence Sri Lankan state advanced the notion of a uniquely
virtuous “Sinhala-Buddhist civilization” predicated on Sinhalese people
holding an intrinsic, sacred connection to the island’s land and history.
This privileged the majority ethnicity above minorities like Tamils,
who frequently endured discrimination in areas from language rights
to civil service jobs, sowing the seeds for later ethnic unrest24. Some
discriminatory policies drew justification from Buddhist religious
myths claiming that Buddha himself sanctified the island for Sinhalese
possession and governance. Political exploitation of religious
narratives nurtured essentialized identities demonizing Tamil
minorities as “invaders threatening the Buddhist-Sinhala nation”25.
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religious elites impart onto society remains imperative for conflict
transformation. There were vital conceptual and empirical gaps
regarding how ingrained prejudices or trauma among local religious
leaders shape post-war inter-communal reconciliation or
estrangement. It further investigates societal expectations of Buddhist
and Hindu religious elites around fostering coherent healing.26

Findings carry significance for informing future policy
interventions that constructively orient faith leaders in pluralistic
directions, a pivotal piece towards facilitating sustainable positive
peace where all ethnicities and faiths receive recognition and dignity.

Findings and Discussion

Religion is a factor that can encourage a conflicting environment as
well as promote peace. It depends on the religious leaders. A positive
conflict transformation process will develop if religious leaders follow
a constructive role. As religion is a faith-based concept, it should be
handled by the leaders who represent it. However, the issue is
whether that is happening positively and how religion can support
the transformation of the conflict.

Conflict Triangle emphasized the unconscious dimensions like “A”
attitudes of people. What about the attitudes of religious leaders
towards their religion, country, and development projects after the
30 years of war? Attitude is the most important part of a person’s life.
The ABC triangle was used to describe the different phases of a conflict.
People usually refer to the visible part as the conflict, although there
are primary root causes behind a conflict. Ending the behavioral
element involves achieving negative peace27, indicating a new conflict
is near. As a result, we may look at examples like anti-Muslim violence
in Kandy in 2018, communal confrontations, racial segregation in
politics, militarization, and human rights issues. As Galtung indicated
in the ABC triangle, “A” attitudes and “C” contradictions are very
vulnerable to producing conflict. To attain positive peace, we have to
heal these latent layers28. People are sensitive about their ethnicity.
Religious leaders can do more to help their communities begin to
recover. They focus on certain traumatic circumstances their devotees
are going through and can help them overcome them. Religious leaders
can reduce the possibilities or contradictions in a dispute.

People foster a syndrome known as dichotomy, in which they
believe their ethnicity or cultural background is superior29. Because
of this condition, individuals may be unable to consider other people’s
points of view. As a religious leader, you must examine if others share
your beliefs. If someone wants to change, develop, and contribute to
the transformation process, they must first think like a Sri Lankan
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and have equal respect for all cultures. Otherwise, they tend to support
their own culture.

Sri Lanka was introduced as a Sinhala-Buddhist country because
Sinhalese are most Sri Lanka and have more than 2500 years of history.
In addition, most Sinhalese believe that Sinhalese are the first ethnicity
in Sri Lanka. Since, as a kid, Sinhalese learning in this country is for
Sinhalese, and Sri Lanka is the country owned by the Sinhala-Buddhist
majority.

“As a Sinhalese, we are the ethnicity who has the longest history more
than other ethnicities. Sinhalese were the first ethnicity in Sri Lanka.
Our Ethnicity was again well-developed with Buddhism with the
occasion called as Mahindagamanaya”30

Sinhalese are the first ethnicity in Sri Lanka. Sinhala culture and
Buddhism are interconnected with each other. Sinhalese culture
buildup based on Buddhism. Moreover, Sinhalese has the best festivals,
and events to celebrate like Vesak, Poson Poya days, and “Dalada
Perahara”.

“From the arrival of King Vijaya, Sinhala ethnicity start in Sri Lanka.
And after the great event called “Mahindagamanaya” Buddhism was
started. And Buddhism is a religion that can be accepted for all people”31

In other religions, there are some myths. Some cannot accept it.
However, in Buddhism, there are no myths. All concepts are practical
concepts. According to the above answers given by Buddhist religious
leaders, they had an idea that Sri Lankans’ best ethnic group is
Sinhalese, and the best religion is Buddhism. The above statement,
explain that Buddhism can accept by all people, Buddhism has the
longest history as well as important events to recall and celebrate.

“More than other languages Sinhala Language is interconnected with
Buddhism. Buddhist monks have a different set of words than ordinary
people… If we find any archeological building from any place, definitely
it will influence by Buddhism”32

If Sri Lanka found any valuable archeological buildings when it
researched, it would be able to find a connection between Buddhism.
Historically, Sinhalese has done much construction. According to the
above, the statement can be identified as attitudes of Dichotomy.
According to the above-all responses, we can realize the Buddhist
feelings about their culture and ethnicity. Religious leaders are the
people who teach culture and religion to ordinary people. They will
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teach people what they believe. Most introduce Buddhism as the
“Most spiritual religion than other religions, and Sinhala ethnicity is
the “First ethnicity in Sri Lanka.” When they believe this, ordinary
people also believe it. Most Sinhala people in Sri Lanka tend to believe
the above ideas. Sinhalese are the first ethnic group, and Buddhism is
the spiritual religion. Because that is the teachings of religious leaders,
that is the message passed to society. Since birth, Buddhist children
have been learning those factors.

Sinhalese have two main attributes. First, they firmly believe that
Lord Buddha entrusted the Sinhalese to protect Buddhism in this
country. Second, they view other cultures and religions as threats to
the Sinhalese identity. They developed these fears from their historical
past as other cultures invaded Sri Lanka. The Sinhalese take these
beliefs seriously, as reflected in their attitudes and behavior. Like
Sinhalese, Tamils also have historical events, norms, values, and beliefs.
According to history, Tamil people arrived in Sri Lanka in the British
colonial period. Still Sri Lanka have Sri Lankan Tamils and Indian
Tamils. When analyzing the relationship between Sinhala and Tamil,
it is better to understand both ethnic groups. According to Tamil
Religious leaders, Hinduism is the oldest religion in the whole world.
All other religions in the world formed after the formation of
Hinduism. “We can’t exactly say the starting date of Hinduism. The
world’s first religion is Hinduism. Before the formation of all religions,
Hinduism was formed. In Sri Lanka king Ravana’s period, they had
worshiped God Ishwara.”33

“They can’t tell exact time and date when this world starts since from
that day Hinduism is existing.”34

“World’s oldest religion is Hinduism.”35

When focused on the above all statements, there were the same
attitudes. According to Tamils, Hinduism is the oldest religion. Not
only in Sri Lanka, but also in the whole world. Before starting every
religion, Hinduism was there.

“Since King Ravana’s period, People worshiped Hinduism gods like
God Ishwara. And the parent of all other religions is Hinduism. When a
person was going to construct a house and prepare land for the house he
found “Shiva Linga’ in the Ratnapura district. That proved the age of
Hinduism”36

When focusing on all ideas, one can conclude that as historical
events, the history of religion and ethnicity affects people’s attitudes
and shapes people’s attitudes. Both Sinhalese as well as Tamil religious
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leaders have the attitude related to the dichotomy that their ethnicity
and religion are the best ethnicity and religion in Sri Lanka. Cultural
effects change people’s attitudes. In Sri Lanka, people’s religion and
ethnicity are the most sensitive factors. When both Tamils, as well as
Sinhalese, have the same attitudes as their ethnicity is the best and
their religion is the best when having relationships within society,
conflicts may occur, especially in a multiethnic and multicultural society.

Most religious leaders of both ethnic groups had their own pride
regarding their religion. With that attitude, they have their own
cultural values. As religious leaders, they spread those concepts
throughout the country, especially in a toned environment and a post-
war toned environment. However, this deep cultural attitude may
affect the way they guide citizens. Suppose any religious leader
spreads the most meritorious things regarding one religion by ignoring
all other religions in a multi-religious society. In that case, other
religious leaders may be hurt because of that. This concept is a sensitive
part of a human being. When recalling 30 years of war tone situation,
some citizens were still suffering from traumatic memories.

“Government had separate Sinhalese and Tamil people and Most of Tea
Plantation sector Tamils became as Aliens in Sri Lanka. But Sinhalese
received several opportunities. They got freedom as well as all rights as
citizens. Got job opportunities, Educational, and Land rights as a citizen
while Tamil lost those all.”37

“Because Sinhalese are the most prominent ethnic group in Sri Lanka,
there is no matter to treat especially for Sinhala ethnic groups. Other
ethnic groups arrived after the Sinhalese. So, it is okay to treat Sinhalese
like that.”38

Some Sinhalese did not know about the 1948 situation, and some
Sinhala community people clearly knew about the government’s
behavior after 1948. Some answered that they possess all the rights in
Sri Lanka. As citizens and people within the same country, the
interaction between different ethnic groups is only physically shown.
Not only the 1948 Citizenship Act but also the 1956 Sinhala Only Act
made a huge impact on Tamil’s lives.

Religious leaders can be seen as having a role in promoting peace,
encouraging people to resolve disputes peacefully, helping people
change their aggressive attitudes to calm and peaceful ones, and
supporting people in turning their traumatic feelings into positive
thoughts. However, as Galtung’sGaltung’s ABC triangle illustrates,
even religious leaders hold dichotomous or choosiness sentiments,
destructive to transforming conflicts.
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“Sinhalese got citizenship in 1948, but we had citizenship in 1976. They
did not treat us as Sri Lankans. There was a coupon book to get rice. We
got a different color coupon book than Sri Lankan citizens. That done to
identify us as we are not citizens in this country.”39

“There were 11 members in mother’s family. But because of Citizenship
act in 1948, only 04 remained in this country other all left Sri Lanka. My
mother always suffered without her brothers and sisters.”40

“We didn’t have any equal treatment past, as well as, present.”41

The Tamil ethnic group in Sri Lanka was traumatized in the year
1948 due to some Discriminative regularization policy. It became
unlawful for Tamils to purchase property and they were not considered
as citizens. They had suffered through all these difficulties and were
denied government employment also.

“We had only two options, one Stay at home, second go to work at tea
plantation state.”42

The policies formulated in 1948 gave rights to Sinhalese while
denying Tamils their rights to be human; it caused a lot of pain and
the formation of deep cultural syndromes. This history further
aggravated the Sinhalese Tamil relations, as the Tamils had little
interaction with Sinhalese. Sinhalese also feel that what happened in
1948 was unfortunate and should not have happened.

“In 1956 the Sinhala Only Act was passed after debates which started
regarding the official language because ‘Few people spoke English’.
This included some who called for the provisions that make both Sinhala
and Tamil official languages to be adopted. But for 75% of the population
being Sinhalese, people felt that the official acceptance of the Tamil
language means the supremacy of Sinhala is at risk.” 43

“We did historical fault in 1948.”44

In general, based on education and other related qualifications,
people analyze incidents and make decisions. Nevertheless, majority
Sinhalese, particularly, educated and elite sections of Sinhalese
community celebrated the 1948 victory without having the idea that
the Tamil ethnic group is suffering. Because of those historical
memories, people (Tamils) had developed traumatic experiences and
Glorified experiences as cultural syndromes. Moreover, cultures from
generation to generation are developed and transmitted to another
generation.

“We couldn’t even walk on the road. Sinhalese burned our all vehicles.
Those days your university was not there, our one bus burnt in Pabahinna
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area. We are Indian Tamils, because of that people came to burn our
house and we ran to refugee camps.”45

“We had to hide in jungles. I was a kid in those days. And we had to
drink dirty water in drainage because we didn’t have food to eat and
water to drink.”46

Tamils endured severe traumatic experiences during the conflict
in Sri Lanka. The toll was immense: countless lives were lost, and
extensive property damage occurred. However, the impact went far
beyond these tangible losses. Both the Tamil community and the
Sinhalese population suffered severe mental and emotional distress.
At this juncture, it is crucial for religious leaders to engage in healing
the wounds in their own way, thereby supporting the transformation
process.

The survey participants recognize a particular aspect of Galtung’s
conflict triangle. People remain struggling with traumatic feelings that
cannot be resolved. However, religious leaders can help people think
in a new manner, because once a scenario occurs, it cannot be reversed,
but Sri Lankans can avoid reoccurring in such a situation after a 30-
year conflict. Conflict transformation can be successful by addressing
the primary components of the ABC triangle. Even religious leaders
experience trauma.

“In transportation systems, clergy are assigned a specific seat. The attire
requirement of Buddhist religious leaders allows them to be easily
distinguished. But, as Tamil religious leaders, we will not dress in the
same way that we do within the Kovil. We can’t say things like, “We
belong to the clergy.” We never get the same level of respect from the
public.”47

At this point, it can be identified that religious leaders have doubts
about conflict transformation. With the above statements by the people
can assumed that people are still living with the traumatic experiences.
With conflict transformation can heal those wounds.

“When I am going to my office, I saw a group of people breaking Tamil
shop. Every day I buy goods from that shop, and I know that owner. He
is a Tamil person. I asked those people why are you breaking this shop?
They answered as, don’t you know our 13 soldiers were killed? And I
replied, were those boys killed by this shop owner? And they were not
happy about my answer. They asked me, what is your ethnicity and I
replied, as I am Sri Lankan. But they asked again whether I am Sinhalese
or not….”48

In the 1983 incidents, not all Sinhalese were supported. But because
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of traumatic experiences, Tamil ethnic groups had a bad image of
Sinhalese. Sinhalese did not have any life-threatening because of
ethnicity. But because of the damages that happened to the country,
all Sri Lankans suffered.

There have been several distressing issues throughout the past 30
years. Traumatic thoughts toward the conflict exist in every Sri Lankan
thinking. However, Sri Lanka has the potential to eliminate the war’s
behavioral component. However, contradictions and flames remain
under the ashes. Sri Lankans should never allow large-scale terrible
events to occur within 30 years, both mentally and physically.

“There is no difference between us. If there is an event at the temple, I will
surely attend. I’ll help. “I really enjoy that culture.”49

“Actually, we stand by the Tamil people when they are threatened. We
provided and hydrated them with everything while keeping them secretly
in an area. We protected them. We kept helping the underprivileged even
after the conflict. Religion and race are not considered while we are
helping the people. We all are Sri Lankans.”50

Based on information gathered from religious leaders, it appeared
to be human nature. In both ethnic groupings, some religious leaders
are acutely aware of the realities of this country and the value of
being involved in society. Both claims above serve as proof. After a
conflict, all nations need to go through a transformation process. Sri
Lankans once broke parliament-passed rules, but if what they do
opposes their religious beliefs, they might reconsider. Because of this,
as Galtung indicated in the ABC triangle, religious leaders can take
advantage of this chance to break the cycle of a conflict. Transformation
can remove the A and C components in the presence of conflict, and B
will never show up by default.

Religious leaders can shape people’s attitudes. It’s important to
seek what citizens expect from religious leaders.

“Religious leaders are there to spread the real religion throughout the
society.”51

“Religious leaders can help people to see the light through the
darkness.”52

“Actually, they need to make people calm. Instead of that they are the
one who make fire.”53

“As religious leaders, they should teach what is good what is bad.”54

With above statements can clarify that, citizens are expecting a
wound healer, director for their lives and peace promoter. Those
concepts are the most important part in conflict transformation also.
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But when interviewing religious leaders from both ethnic groups in
Rathnapura district, the researcher felt that there should be attitude
changing campaign for the religious leaders also. There is a doubt
whether they understood their job accurately or not?

Conclusion

Conflict transformation seeks to heal this inflicted damaged strain by
conflict, which makes the way for positive peace. Still, the creation of
enduring peace is more than just an effort to rebuild the infrastructure
that has been devastated. This demands a perspective that relates to
the aspirations and interests of the citizens, to their psyche and
intellect, in a non-discriminatory manner.

In that context, constitutional laws often command more allegiance
in the hearts and minds of people than religion. Those who break the
law may not respect legal implications, yet even such offenders mostly
hesitate to offend against religious and cultural strictures. This gives
religious leaders a unique power to guide society toward constructive
peace and aid in conflict transformation.

Do religious leaders understand this and help promote peace?
Well, it is said that a few Sinhala and Tamil religious leaders had
indeed been helping this rehabilitation and peace process by merging
them with their religious views. The rest are still dwelling in solid
cultural prejudices.

Religious leaders have a specific role to play in society. They must
make use of religious teaching to:

Heal emotional wounds of citizens
Train people to forward movement by honoring their pain
Promote peaceful conflict resolution
Promote positive contacts among the ethnic groups
Above religious differences, there is a shared humanity

Through this, religious leaders can lay the groundwork for an
integration-based society. They can work avidly as change agents,
bridging gaps among people to engender understanding. The only
problem is that to play their roles effectively, the sense of influence
and duty in the peace-building process must first be recognized. If
citizens understand their background, it may help them move forward
with a positive mindset. But it’s a question that religious leaders have
that aims to promote positive peace, or else they just need to protect
their religion without letting their religion decline. Our data collection
allowed them to determine that people in the Rathnapura district had
suffered from over three decades of conflict, and still continued to
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possess those traumatic memories.
Moreover, some religious leaders have undergone various painful

experiences as well as rational, self-aware religious leaders who clearly
define the positions they hold. People also think that their religious
leaders will provide them with a lot of help in surviving and resolving
issues. Religious leaders must lead the struggle while it is going on
and take action to end the terrible experiences. They ought to exercise
thinking like Sri Lankans. To preserve their own cultures, values,
customs, beliefs, and ethnicities, Sri Lankans should continue to
identify as Sri Lankans. Despite the many differences, everyone ought
to respect one another and move forward. Because they can easily
interact with people, religious leaders can spread this knowledge
throughout society. In addition to being an extremely distinctive
individual in society, one can offer suggestions to help people overcome
the terrible emotions that they have described above. The government
has taken many steps to transform conflicts, but there is an issue with
reality. Religious leaders can gather and lead both society and the
government.
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The Interface between
Nonviolent and Violent

Resistance: A Perspective from
Palestinian Experience

Hasan ALTIN
Janaka Jayawickrama

ABSTRACT

This article proposes to discuss the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which has been
going on for decades and has caused numerous losses of lives through the
philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi, who is the symbol of nonviolent resistance.
We argue that Gandhi’s philosophy can be re-adapted and applied to solve this
problem, which has been going on for years. The article discusses Gandhi’s
ideas and their relevance to the atmosphere of war. By tracing the history of
nonviolent resistance in Palestine from the pre-1948 period to the contemporary
period, this paper discusses Gandhi’s thoughts and argues how relevant they
might be in an atmosphere of war. Every attempt to solve the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict is valuable since it serves international peace. This paper is one such
attempt, and it suggests that Gandhi’s philosophy of Ahimsa, which excludes
violence, could play an important role in ending this long-standing conflict.

Key words: Nonviolence, Mahatma Gandhi, Israel-Palestine Conflict,
Gandhian Philosophy, Sustainable Peace

1. Introduction

WHILE THE CONFLICT between Israel and Palestine has been
going on for decades, it returned to the world stage again after Hamas
attacked Israel on October 7, 2023, and this issue continues to spark
worldwide reactions. At regional and international levels, pro-
Palestinian groups, human rights advocates, and Arab and other
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regional countries strongly condemned Israel’s bombing of Gaza, citing
the slaughter of thousands of innocent people.1 In contrast, Zionists
and pro-Israelis in countries such as the United States and Europe
focused on Hamas’ actions on October 7 and used it to legitimize
Israel’s military intervention in Gaza and the West Bank.2 This complex
situation adds a new layer to the global discourse surrounding the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.3 The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been a
hotspot in Middle Eastern and international politics since the 1930s.
However, neither a consensus has been reached, nor a coherent road
map for a solution has been put forward. Some of the most serious
steps  in solving the conflict were taken in September 1993 and 1995
when then-Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat and Israeli Prime Minister
Yitzhak Rabin signed the Oslo I and II Accords. However, neither
Oslo accord was implemented.4 Mutual violence and the lack of
consolidated actions to achieve peace prevented the resolution of this
complexity. Although violence is often sanctified by both the state of
Israel and Palestinian Arabs, some groups on both sides have adopted
nonviolent strategies with the support of the international community.
However, neither those advocating violence nor nonviolent resistance
could achieve permanent success in ending this long-standing conflict.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has not been resolved through
violent methods; nonviolent movements in achieving peace for this
issue have been invisible as those efforts are too feeble. This issue
does not only disturb Israel and Palestine; it has long-lasting and
intense echoes that divide the entire world. Several nations and the
international community continued to agree that this conflict should
be resolved peacefully, and they also made several efforts. After
providing a brief background, this paper discusses how Gandhian
philosophy and thoughts can be adapted to the Israel-Palestine issue.
Gandhian approaches have a strong legacy in inspiring many nonviolent
resistance movements worldwide. It is clear that solving this problem,
which is on the agenda of the whole world and causes a lot of human
and material damage, will make a serious contribution to both regional
and international peace. Therefore, what this article attempts to discuss
may offer a way out of this conflict.

1.1. Background and Methodology

To understand Israeli-Palestinian conflict, it is important to trace its
evolution over the decades and the nonviolent movements that
emerged during this struggle. Israeli-Palestinian conflict arose from
various historical conditions. The desire to establish a Jewish state in
Palestine predates contemporary regional dynamics and goes back to
the 1917 Balfour Declaration and even earlier. The Balfour Declaration,
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published by British Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour on behalf
of the British cabinet on November 2, 1917, is an official document in
which this aim was declared officially. The Balfour Declaration has
far-reaching consequences for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It reflects
geopolitical concerns, wartime alliances, colonialist thought, and a
vision of Middle Eastern hegemony. It is a clear expression of Britain’s
support for the construction of a ‘national home for the Jewish people’
in Palestine.Nevertheless, this British support had negative
consequences for the Palestinian Arab community that continues even
today.5 The promise of a national Jewish state conflicted with the
desires of the existing Arab population. It also presented the difficult
task of harmonizing obligations towards both the Jewish and Arab
communities. The declaration supported Jewish immigration to
Palestine; this further led to territorial gains and demographic changes
and increased tensions and bitterness between the two communities
that were already in severe conflicts. The declaration was critical to
the realization of the Zionist ideal based on religious references, and
it paved the way for dramatic changes in the geopolitical situation of
Palestine. It continues to be a historical document that has influenced
current conversations, diplomatic relations, and regional unrest since
its proclamation.6 We also need to understand the Zionist approach
of relating and proving their historical rights with religious references
and thus demands land. In this context, we bring forward Mahatma
Gandhi’s nonviolent resistance and argue how it could provide
intriguing perspectives and mutually amicable solutions to both
communities.

Through this paper, we attempt to address the following question:
How can we re-frame the discourse on the Israel-Palestine conflict to
come up with an encompassing nonviolent movement that works
towards a sustainable and long-lasting peace? The article aims to assess
if Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence can be a source of inspiration
in creating a culture of nonviolence out of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. The purpose is not to offer a practical plan or strategy for
nonviolence but rather to open room for discussion on rethinking the
nonviolent struggle in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Authors look closely at whether Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence
can be applied to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Rather than looking
at Gandhi’s practices, it focuses on his philosophy of nonviolent
resistance or Ahisma. It examines the historical background of the
conflict and the nonviolent movements to see why they have not been
successful. The focus is on the historical background of the conflict
rather than the current conflict between Israel and Palestine. It neither
attempts to provide a theoretical explanation of the philosophy of
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nonviolence nor a political discussion of the Israel-Palestine issue.
To a significant part, the article attempts to encourage

conversations on Israeli-Palestinian nonviolent movements by
highlighting viability of Gandhi’s thoughts and philosophy. It traces
the history of the conflict highlighting the difference between past
claims and settlement intents of Israel and the current situation.. In
the end, it puts forward the argument that violent struggles in the
Palestine resistance is hopeless, and it will bring more and endless
agony to both the communities in all possible ways.

2. Historical Foundations and Nonviolent Resistance in the Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict

The 1800s witnessed massive colonial expansion of the West, with
Western empires competing for control in various parts of the world,
including the Middle East. In the 1840s, the British viewed Palestine
as a strategic advantage in their struggle with the French and Russians
for Middle Eastern dominance. During World War I, the British
officially urged the establishment of a Jewish state in the region, even
though Palestine was still under Ottoman rule. Palestinian nonviolent
resistance began during the Ottoman and British Mandate periods.
The 1936 General Strike, which lasted six months and opposed British
colonial policy, is a prime example of this.7

The history of Palestinian nonviolent resistance spans the Ottoman
and British Mandate periods. A notable instance was the General Strike
of 1936, protesting British colonial policies. Lasting six months, it was
the longest general strike in modern history. After the 1967 War, Israel
occupied the West Bank, East Jerusalem, the Golan Heights, the Gaza
Strip, and the Sinai Peninsula. Debates in Israeli society about
controlling these territories led to a period of occupation with shifting
forms of military and civilian rule. Over 1,400 military orders, British
Emergency Regulations, and Ottoman Law formed the basis for rule.
Palestinians faced violence and repression, with over half a million
arrests and detentions from 1967 to 1987. Settlement policies led to
the construction of 135 settlements with 175,000 settlers in the West
Bank and 12 settlements with 2,000 settlers in Gaza by 1987. Settlers,
armed with 10,000 firearms, became a paramilitary force. In response
to repression, daily life activities became acts of nonviolent resistance,
termed “sumoud” (steadfastness). Nonviolent protests were met with
deportation and repression by Israeli authorities, reminiscent of the
British response to the General Strike of 1936.8

Along with violence-based movements, Palestinians employed
alternative form of nonviolent resistance movements as they faced
violence since the Israeli occupation. In the 1976 municipal elections,
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nationalist parties gained support despite subsequent arrests and exile
by the Israeli forces. The Committee of Guidance, established in 1981,
faced similar repression methods from Israel. Grassroots organizations
emerged, and they supplemented official institutions and provided
essential services.Women’s committees that have been active since
the 1920s have played an important role, emphasizing productive work
and education.

Furthermore, trade unions advocated workers’ rights, while
Voluntary Work Committees engaged youth in community projects.
Relief Committees, including independently operating Medical and
Agricultural Relief, highlighted health and agricultural issues. The
lack of a national authority for Palestinians led to the importance of
these committees. Youth and student movements, dating back to the
1950s and stretching to the mid-1980s, organized protests against the
Israeli occupation. Palestinian prisoners, numbering around 4,500 from
1967 to 1987, started nonviolent resistance methods in prisons, such
as hunger strikes and sit-down protests, pointing out the brutal
conditions and use of torture.9

From 1948 to 1966, Palestinians in Israel faced military
administration, which significantly limited their rights. After 1967,
they actively joined the resistance against the West Bank and Gaza
occupation while also advocating for equal rights within Israel.
Palestinians responded by developing alternative institutions, resisting
land expropriation, and organizing major protests, such as the
impactful “Land Day” in 1976. The first intifada (1987-1993) witnessed
widespread civilian nonviolent acts, including tax revolts and the
establishment of grassroots organizations. Although the Oslo Accords
followed, the escalation of settlements led to the eruption of the second
intifada in 2000, characterized by nonviolent actions despite some
violent tactics. During this period, international solidarity and efforts
against the separation wall emerged; it showed the ongoing Palestinian
nonviolent resistance in the face of overwhelming military force.10

Many international organizations, including the American Friends
Service Committee (ASCF), urged and supported the nonviolent
struggle on the Palestinian issue. The AFSC led the ‘Faces of Hope’
campaign, which supported the nonviolent resistance movement in
Israel and Palestine. This effort aimed to raise awareness and support
for brave Israelis and Palestinians who were actively working to end
Israel’s military occupation of the Gaza Strip, West Bank, and East
Jerusalem. AFSC strived to build an informed network in the United
States by combining education and advocacy, rallying behind and
contributing to these nonviolent activists’ vision and efforts. The
overall mission of the AFSC is to stimulate efforts to end US support
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for the Israeli occupation.11

Here, the theoretical look into the nonviolent struggle becomes
imperative to consider Gene Sharp’s argument for being the proponent
of the theory of nonviolent resistance. Sharp indicates that the end of
power manifests itself in different social and political aspects. For
example, the authority of a factory manager ends once the workers
stop working in unison. In politics, the power dissipates when the
citizens withdraw their obedience and allegiance. Notably, this involves
the remaining military infrastructure, soldiers intact, cities without a
scratch, factories, transportation systems that run as quickly as usual,
and government buildings without marks but with a change coming
from within. This change comes with the effect of the withdrawal of
humanitarian aid, which is characterized by maintenance but
simultaneously empowers the political regime. Power is thus
fragmented.12 Based on such factors, one must analyze the extent to
which such dynamics are pertinent to the Palestinian cause. Just how
far can people in Gaza hinder the power of the Israeli state by engaging
in acts of disobedience and failing to cooperate with the Israeli
government? This raises another question of resistance’s deterrent
effect and its significance for the Israeli government.

2.1. Relevance of Nonviolence to the Israel-Palestine Conflict

Protesting and refusing to cooperate are two examples of nonviolent
action. People engage in confrontation with their oppressors by
performing or refraining from certain activities that do not involve
physical violence. There are numerous tensions and controversies
between or among conflict parties. Political disagreements between
the two parties might be classified as economic, social, or religious.
These disagreements can range in size and breadth from local
disagreements to larger regional tensions involving other regional
and international powers. As previously said, nonviolent action serves
as a means for people who reject passivity and subordination to engage
in conflict without resorting to violence. It provides a strategic answer
to the issue of successfully navigating political situations, particularly
when using force.13

Mahatma Gandhi’s principles of nonviolent resistance offer
potential alternatives to violent struggles for those seeking change.14

From the moral high ground, civil disobedience and the transformative
potential of nonviolence as principles to be advocated for via Gandhi’s
teachings suggest that a fundamental change in oppression can occur.15

Yet, the complex nature of the Israel-Palestine issue makes it harder
for nonviolent movements to convince both sides of the conflict; also,
international powers continue to seek influence in this conflict-ridden



The Interface between Nonviolent and Violent Resistance   ●   95

April–June 2024

region. This has prevented the success of nonviolent movements that
urge all sides for sustainable peace through nonviolent means. Frantz
Fanon, one of the main figures of postcolonial thought, contrasts with
Gandhi by focusing on psychology and societal themes that explain
how certain effects of colonialism could be made acceptable along
with the use of violence to discard it.16 These insights are distinctively
different from nonviolent resistance approaches of Gandhi. In the
Israel-Palestine conflict, nonviolent resistance practices are applied
alongside violent movements that are seen as the most viable to
overcome the colonizer.17 In one of his latest articles, Mark LeVine
addresses the topicality of Frantz Fanon’s ideas on the Israel-Palestine
issue. LeVine contends that Fanon’s conception of violence can hardly
apply to Israel’s settler colonialism; he asserts those who overcome it
through violent struggle do not need something more than a mere
intensification. 18 LeVine criticizes the argument that colonial violence
can only be met with increased or equal force, instead stating that the
issues in Israel serve to be truly complicated and full of sophisticated
thinking-particularly about ‘settler colonization’.19

2.2. Historical Background of Nonviolent Movements in Palestine

There is a rich tradition of nonviolent struggles against occupation
predating the creation of the state of Israel in 1948 and certainly
including widespread acts and threats of resistance to colonization in
and after World War I. The declaration of Balfour in 1917 and the
attempts from elite Arab political members helped to bring awareness
around the issue of whether Zionism posed a threat to their people.
Munayyer argues that it was the brutality with which resistance to
occupation via peaceful means or nonviolent protests was met by both
Israel and its supporters (PLO, Fateh) that resulted in the rise of
Palestinian guerrilla movements. In 1936, the death of Musa Kazim
al-Husseini radicalized and labeled the climate, causing Arabs to roll
up in revolt. The initial stages of this revolt involved riots and
nonviolent civil disobedience in the form of general strikes, which
were organised. Still, a murderous response from the British
mandatory government first precipitated the relocation process
through a depopulation of Palestine which led to the eventual
establishment of Israel. Even though most Palestinians were
depopulated from their lands and places, some practiced nonviolent
resistance, but they refused to vacate.20

A group of Palestinians and Israelis initiated one of the earliest
nonviolent movements in 1982. This was an important practice led by
Faisal Husseini whose family was influential in Palestinian politics.21

To raise awareness about Israel’s unjust actions, such as imprisonment
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and deportation, the Committee Confronting the Iron Fist used basic
documentation and media coverage. These peaceful means aimed to
inform and sensitize Israelis and Palestinians. From 1982 to 1986,
Husseini was charged with town arrest, a form of home arrest.22 To
condemn prison conditions, collective punishment, and unjust
occupation of Palestine, the committee organized demonstrations,
distributed leaflets, and held news conferences to condemn occupation
measures like prison conditions and collective punishment. Moreover,
leaders like Faisal Husseini were often imprisoned for their opinions.
Meetings were held at Husseini’s house when he was under home
arrest to discuss nonviolent direct actions. For instance, in 1982, more
than 150 Israelis and Palestinians protested the expulsion of three
Palestinians from the West Bank. These demonstrations were mostly
faced with harsh actions of Israel’s government.23

There have been two crucial moments in the Palestinian
nonviolence direct actions. These were the first and second intifadas.
In the late 1980s, Palestinians applied different nonviolent tactics during
the first intifada; however, Israel’s response to it was brutal, which
was known as the “break the bones” strategy. Although the second
intifada, which started in 2000,  ended up with some violent protests,
several Palestinians continued to use nonviolent means in their struggle
against Israel’s attacks. In May 2011, a significant event highlighted
the power of the Palestinian nonviolence movement. Tens of thousands
of unarmed refugees marched toward Israel to symbolically regain
their right to return to their homeland.24 The current atmosphere in
the Middle East seems challenging for any nonviolent movement’s
voice to be heard, particularly after the October 7 incidents. The success
of the Palestinians’ nonviolent movements depends on the support of
international institutions and society. This may ensure success against
Israel’s oppressive attitude and resolve the crisis with lasting peace.

Anna Timmerman discusses the perspective that many Palestinians
do not blame Hamas for provoking violence from Israel with its
rockets. Instead, Timmerman claims, peaceful Palestinian activists are
fed up with Hamas and regard them as “useful idiots” who play the
hands of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. She underlines
how Hamas’ activities have diverted focus away from the peaceful
campaign against Israel’s repressive policies in  East Jerusalem
regarding the displacement of the Palestinian population. Timmerman
and Nidal Betare, a Palestinian contact of PAX, express sadness and
anger at the militarization of the peaceful movement by Hamas,
hindering its international recognition.25

In the contemporary period, the emergence of a nonviolent
movement led by youths uniting Palestinians and Israeli Jews from
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various regions and the role of social media in mobilizing international
solidarity is important for the success of groups acting based on
nonviolence.. It criticizes the recurring cycle of violence: Israeli
violations lead to excessive force by Israeli police, international
attention and pressure, missile launches from Hamas, and subsequent
Israeli bombings in Gaza.

Timmerman claims that this cycle is an obstacle to discussing
Netanyahu’s political problems and corruption allegations because
the escalation of the violence allows Netanyahu to portray himself as
the protector of Israel. In this way, he attempts to extend his political
life by escalating the violence and even looking for a spillover of the
conflict beyond Palestinian lands such as Syria and Iran.26 Naseef
Muallem, a policy adviser at the Palestinian Center for Peace and
Democracy, expresses disappointment that the nonviolent movement
has been overshadowed by violence, leading to a perception shift
from peaceful activists to terrorists in the eyes of many. Against this
background, there is an urgent need to increase international efforts
to break the cycle of violence by addressing ongoing injustice and
oppression, recognizing that Israeli and Palestinian civilians will
continue to suffer without such intervention.27

To achieve a holistic grasp of the conflict, it is important to look
into the historical roots and the current situation of the Israel-Palestine
conflict. Hence, it is necessary to examine the recent trends in Palestine.
In the early phase of the incident, Israel’s military operation in Gaza,
which was sparked by Hamas’ operations on October 7, 2023, received
worldwide support, particularly from Western countries that cited
the right to self-defense as justification for Israel’s use of force.28 It is
not easy to urge or support nonviolent resistance when the violence
escalates.29 The Western powers have ignored the forced deportation
and indiscriminate killing of Palestinians in Gaza, part of ongoing
ethnic cleansing that has been going on since 1948. They argue that
Israel’s operations are nothing but self-defense.30 The pioneers of
Zionism, particularly Theodor Herzl, proposed the establishment of
a Jewish state based on ethnicity and religion31 in Palestine in the late
1800s.32 The current Israeli government uses the Zionist narrative and
portrays itself as  the representative of this ideology. Netanyahu’s
government sees the October 7th attacks as an opportunity to
consolidate its power at the national level. On the other hand, there
are countries who have been opposing Israel’s operations in Palestinian
land both before and after October 7, such as Muslim-populated
countries, Russia, and China. In contrast to Westernnations, China
and Russia have been actively seeking to reduce Israel’s
disproportionate bloodshed in Gaza and other parts of Palestine.33
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3. Gandhi’s view on Israel and Palestine

Although this article aims not to analyze Gandhi’s views and
evaluations on the Israel-Palestine issue, it is useful to briefly touch
upon his perspective on this issue. Even a superficial examination of
Gandhi’s thoughts on the Israel-Palestine issue is important in
understanding his recommendations for a possible solution to the
conflict. In this context, in 1938, Gandhi expressed his perspective on
the Israel and Palestine issue as follows, ‘Just as England belongs to
the British and France to the French, Palestine belongs to the Arabs.’
He condemned the settlement and imposition of Jews on
predominantly Arab lands as morally wrong and inhumane. Gandhi
thought that the events unfolding in Palestine were unjust by any
code of moral conduct. Moreover, Gandhi questioned the legitimacy
of the Mandates; he asserted that they only had the sanction of the
last war. He argued that it would be a crime against humanity to
diminish the proud Arabs to make Palestine, in whole or in part, a
national homeland for the Jews.34

Along with this, Gandhi also underlined the persecution of Jews
during World War II, and he stated that this persecution played a
crucial role in the emergence of the Israel-Palestine conflict in 1946. In
other words, he argued that if it were not for the persecution the
Jews were subjected to, the issue of returning to Palestine might never
have come up. Gandhi stated that the world is the home of Jews
because of the important contributions made by Jews living in many
parts of the world to the places they live. While he criticized the
grave mistakes of the Jews in trying to impose themselves in Palestine
with the support they received from abroad, he argued that the global
citizenship of the Jews could be much more valuable. Gandhi also
criticized the misreading of the New Testament, condemning unfair
prejudice against Jews. Gandhi, who clearly emphasized his sympathy
for the difficulties experienced by the Jews, also questioned the
dependence of the Jews on the support of the imperial powers. He
tried to show the Jews how they should behave by offering suggestions
with religious references. Gandhi stated that embracing the unique
weapon of nonviolence taught by their prophets and exemplified by
Jesus will make them more resilient in the face of difficulties. He
emphasized that this nonviolent approach should be the only way for
Jews.35

As Simone Panter-Brick puts it, Gandhi’s relationship or
engagement with the Israel-Palestine conflict can be analyzed in four
stages:36  The first phase spanned from 1918 to 1936, Gandhi supported
the continuation of the Ottoman Caliphate despite the collapse of the
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Ottoman Empire.37 The second stage was when Gandhi took a very
different position in 1937 and offered to mediate between the Jewish
Agency and the British Mandate. This was an unexpected turn for
Gandhi and a newfound awareness of Zionist aspirations. His proposal
was conveyed through intermediaries such as Nehru and Maulana
Abul Kalam Azad, who aimed to exclude British intervention and
suggested that the Jewish Agency rely on “Arab goodwill.”38 The
third phase was in 1938, when Gandhi responded to Hitler ’s
persecution and the Peel Commission’s recommendation for partition,
publicly advising Jews and teaching them nonviolence. While Gandhi
asserted that Palestine belonged to the Arabs, he called on the Jews
to resist non-violently and advised against immigration to the Holy
Land. In the final phase, stretching from 1939 to 1947, Gandhi fell
into strategic silence on the Palestine issue amid political turmoil in
India. The problems that began to emerge in India, such as the conflicts
between the Indian National Congress and the Muslim League and
the Peel Commission’s recommendation regarding the partition of
Palestine, caused Gandhi to act more cautiously in this process and to
avoid making public statements on this issue.39

3.1. Gandhi’s Proposal for a Solution

Gandhi’s changing positions may appear inconsistent. However, they
highlight his flexibility and absolute determination to take the path
of nonviolence. As Kumaraswamy highlights post Gandhi’s destruction
of records has interpreted his reinstated convictions to be more fluid.
Along these phases, Gandhi stressed the crucial importance of Arabs’
goodwill in resolving the conflict, as he was always adherent to the
principles of nonviolence no matter the political intricacies.40

On November 20, 1938, Gandhi, the undisputed representative of
nonviolent resistance philosophy, called for a nonviolent resistance
approach in dealing with the Jews being a chosen race. He was quite
critical of this doctrine; therefore, he urged Jewish people to show
proof of their chosen position through nonviolence, which was a means
of asserting their place on the earth. As for the solution, Gandhi
thought that Jews should consider every country, including Palestine
as their homeland, not by force, but by service and compassion. Gandhi
saw Jews as an inspiration for the international community as they
peacefully resisted their oppressors during World War II. Stating this,
he noted that Jews, by embracing nonviolence in their struggle, can
make an exceptional contribution to the countries in which they live.
Affirming the thoughts of Gandhi, we assert that Gandhi’s perspectives
on Israeli-Palestinian conflict are still relevant, and it has the potential
to address this long-standing complex geopolitical problem through
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nonviolent means. As Gandhi adviced, both Israelis and Palestinians
should embrace a nonviolent approach to reach a sustainable and
lasting peace. There is no doubt that it would be to the benefit of
both Jewish and Palestinian people if Jews applied different ways of
nonviolent approaches against Nazis, in Palestine today.41

All in all, Gandhi’s position on the demand for a Jewish national
home in Palestine was not consistently clear-cut, contrary to popular
portrayals. While he consistently condemned Jewish violence in
Palestine, emphasized the importance of Arab consent for Jewish
demands, and highlighted Zionist-imperialist connections, his
perspectives on other aspects were more complex. Gandhi’s
commitment to nonviolence was not consistently applied universally
or proportionately. Initially endorsing Islamic sanctions over Palestine
during the Khilafat days, he later acknowledged the Jews’ “prior
claims” to the same territories.42 Looking at Palestine through an
Islamic lens due to his emphasis on Hindu-Muslim unity in India, he
did not outright reject Jewish claims in Palestine despite his opposition
to religion-based states. Despite the attention drawn by his 1938
statement, as partition in India became inevitable, Gandhi began to
reevaluate events in Palestine. Adjusting his position, he expressed
optimism that the Zionists could distance themselves from the British
and seek accommodation with the Arabs, although such prospects
faced formidable challenges.43

4. Integrating Gandhi’s Philosophy in Israel-Palestine Nonviolent
Resistance

Bharatan Kumarappa explains Gandhi believed wars must be
completely banned for humanity to survive, and he was of the view
that nuclear weapons threaten the very existence of our planet. Hence,
Gandhi’s life, message, philosophy, and struggle shed light on these
threats while also proposing ways of dealing with them. Kumarappa
underlines, “ Gandhi turned his back on violence, however, he did
not meekly submit to evil. He discovered a dynamic way to fight
against evil.44

It should be noted that one of the main reasons why the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict still continues today is the ignoring of Gandhi’s
messages and philosophy, which is the basis of nonviolent resistance.
If the two conflicting parties, international organizations, and society
heed Gandhi’s messages, it will play an important role in transforming
this conflict into a lasting peace.

In response to criticism for his recommendation of nonviolent
resistance against Jews, Gandhi distinguishes between passive and
active nonviolence, asserting that his way is active nonviolence. He
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claims that even the most hardened person, like Hitler, can not stand
against active nonviolence. Gandhi does, however, concede that
adopting a nonviolent technique to the Israeli-Palestine conflict may
provide practical obstacles. He responds to opponents who claim that
the nonviolence he envisions is only possible for a few highly evolved
individuals, arguing that with appropriate instruction and leadership,
nonviolence can be practiced by most of humanity.45 Looking at all
this, Gandhi’s guidance and suggestions, it is necessary to point out
the lack of a strong figure or leader who would lead the nonviolent
movement on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

4.1. An Attempted Example: Lessons from the Past

In the 1980s, Palestinian nonviolent activists attempted to apply
Gandhi’s philosophy and methods. Mubarak Awad, an American
psychologist of Palestinian origin, led the most important and actively
implemented of these attempts. Awad, who founded the Palestine
Center for Nonviolence Studies in 1983, worked to implement the
nonviolence philosophies of Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. there.
He worked on the adoption and implementation of nonviolent
resistance by Palestinians. In this context, in 1983, he began to promote
nonviolence by organizing workshops and distributing leaflets
actively. These initiatives of Awad were supported by important
people. Two of the most important of these were Jonathan Kuttab, a
Palestinian-American lawyer, and Feisel Husseini, who was inspired
by the ideas of Awad.46

In 1983, Awad developed a program of nonviolent resistance, and
he wrote extensively about how nonviolent protests can be beneficial
in protesting against Israeli occupation. While promoting the
application of the ideas of Gandhi and Martin Luther King to Palestine,
Awad faced some difficulties. Gandhi’s opposition to the Islamic
Republic in Pakistan47 and Luther’s positions on the Israeli issue48

presented some challenges for Awad in adapting their philosophies
to the Palestinian context. To overcome these challenges and address
concerns, he asked Islamic nonviolence advocates to share their views
on nonviolence and these two important figures. In this way, Awad
helped the Palestinian community understand the importance of
Gandhi and King. Again, for this purpose, Awad lived in India between
1985 and 1987 and met with Muslims who cooperated with Gandhi to
show how Muslim people in India cooperated and worked with
Gandhi. Given Gandhi’s emphasis on the importance of villages, Awad
spent time in 50 to 60 West Bank and Gaza villages from 1983 to 1986.
He encouraged Palestinians to support local businesses, barter for
self-sufficiency, and mark their land borders with olive trees. Thanks
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to these basic ideas, one village successfully reclaimed land previously
reserved for Israeli settlement. All in all, although limited, Awad
practiced nonviolent resistance methods in Palestine and achieved
success.49

4.2. Gandhi’s Philosophy of Ahimsa/Nonviolence

Gandhi explained ‘Ahimsa’, the essence of the philosophy of violence,
as follows: “Ahimsa requires deliberate self-suffering, not a deliberate
injuring of the supposed wrong-doer. In its positive form, Ahimsa
means the largest love, the greatest charity.50” In this context, Bidyut
Chakrabarty elaborated that “Ahimsa denotes not merely a refusal to
use violence, it also contains a positive psychological element seeking
to eliminate ill-will. Love is an important constituent of Ahimsa for,
without love, Ahimsa will remain a mere theoretical
conceptualization.51” Gandhi referred to himself not only as a Hindu
but also as a Christian, Muslim, Jew, Sikh, Parsee, Jain, or adherent of
any other sect. He claimed that this approach helped him to avoid
conflicts and broaden his understanding of religion. Further, he
maintained that “I believe that the God worshipped by Hindus,
Muslims, Christians, Parsees, Jews, and others is one and the same,
regardless of the name used by a devotee to mention or recognize
Him.” Emphasizing his identity as a true and traditional Hindu, he
stated, “This is precisely why I identify as a Muslim, Parsi, Christian,
and Jew, considering them all as branches of the same tree.52” Gandhi
reiterated, “In thought, word, and action, I hold the same love for
Muslims, Parsis, Jews, and all of humanity as I do for Hindus.”53

At the time of the Moplah outbreak in August 1921, Gandhi wrote
as follows in Young India under the heading, “The Two Incompatibles”:
“The choice for the people lies between the gentle and self-imposed
rule of nonviolence and non-cooperation and the iron rule of the
government.”54 According to Gandhi, being an aggressor or oppressor
does not change anything, after all, every individual is a human.
Gandhi highlighted that “Belief in nonviolence is based on the
assumption that human nature in its essence is one and therefore
unfailingly responds to the advances of love.55” He held the conviction
that, deep down, everyone possesses a heart like anyone else and is
susceptible to the influence of nonviolence. Gandhi maintained that,
in nonviolence, one counted on the inherent goodness within people
to prevail. When confronted with the question of how nonviolence
could address aerial warfare, lacking personal contacts, Gandhi’s
response emphasized that even behind the lethal bomb exists a human
hand releasing it, and, ultimately, behind that hand lies the human
heart that sets it in motion. This viewpoint reinforced his steadfast
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trust in the power of human empathy, and that virtue might win over
violence.56 Had Israel and Palestine adopted Gandhi’s nonviolent
method, the course of the conflict may have taken a revolutionary
turn. In this alternative historical scenario, both sides would recognize
the futility of violence, thus they might have engaged in a process of
meaningful dialogue and mutual understanding. Imagine leaders from
Israel and Palestine coming together, inspired by the principles of
nonviolence and a shared commitment to justice and peace. Instead
of asserting claims rooted in religious or historical narratives, they
would focus on finding common ground and coexisting harmoniously.
Nevertheless, the past and recent trajectory of the unfolding events
and the lack of leadership make the above scenario impossible.

Gandhi applied nonviolent techniques such as noncooperation,
disobedience, and defiance. He broadened and improved nonviolent
resistance by introducing strategic assessments and more rational use
of nonviolent methods. While not absolute, Gandhi’s association of
mass political action with nonviolence demonstrated the political
effectiveness of nonviolent struggle on a large scale. He employed
this approach not only to resist British occupation but also to address
India’s internal issues. For instance, the Vykom Satyagraha in 1924-
1925, where efforts were made to change the attitudes of orthodox
Hindus toward untouchables, reflects Gandhi’s emphasis on
conversion over coercion. Although this example is not similar to the
Gandhian resistance methods, such an effort to eliminate social divisions
is remarkable. This could be used as a metaphor for the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and instead of using violence to achieve the desired
goal of peaceful coexistence, Gandhi’s nonviolent resistance philosophy
could serve as the inspiration for the use of alternative methods toward
effective conflict resolution and bridging of deep division between
the two communities.57

Gandhi’s method of nonviolent resistance was very different from
that of violent methods. Unlike armed resistance movements aimed
at overthrowing governments by applying violence, Gandhi aimed
to test the moral sensitivity of oppressors through nonviolent means.
Remembering this example here shows the success and feasibility of
Gandhi’s Ahimsa.58 The Salt March of 1930, when thousands resisted
the British salt monopoly, was a clear example of Gandhi’s commitment
to peaceful civil disobedience in the face of unjust laws.59 Gandhi
embraced nonviolence as a way of life, not just as a strategy. This
lifestyle was based on fundamental principles such as self-discipline,
compassion, humility, truth, and the transformative power of love.
Moreover, for Gandhi, nonviolence was not only a tactical tool but
also a means of emphasizing the moral superiority of nonviolence.
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Nevertheless, it must be noted that Gandhi’s method of nonviolent
resistance has limitations. To elaborate,  nonviolent resistance, as a
political struggle tool, sometimes faced more violent problems. There
have also been critics who characterize the nonviolence approach as
an idealistic and unrealistic method for defeating oppressive regimes.
Thus, this weakness caused the effectiveness of the nonviolent
methods to be weak against these oppressive regimes that did not
attach importance to the above-mentioned principles of nonviolence.

For this reason, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of
Gandhi’s ideas and methods of nonviolent resistance. Although some
critics of Gandhi’s ideas remain controversial, it is worth
reconsidering, as his visionary thinking fuels ongoing debates about
the effectiveness of nonviolence in different political and geopolitical
contexts. Considering all this, dialogue and understanding formed
the basis of conflict resolution within the framework of Gandhi’s
Ahimsa. 60 Given the complexity of the Israeli and Palestinian conflict,
Gandhi’s views were based on the fundamental belief that all people
are equal, regardless of their religious or ethnic origins. Gandhi
recognized the historical past of both Arabs and Jews and looked
beyond the current conflict. In this way, he proposed a solution that
could balance the rights and wishes of the conflicting parties.

Finally, the foundations of Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence
leaned on the notions of inclusiveness and empathy. He emphasized
the fact that his message went beyond just the religious, cultural, and
ethnic boundaries and instead veered towards a single human unity
that cuts across all kinds of discrimination.61 Gandhi wished to convey
the message of the unity of human beings by using his own example
by portraying that religions are different ways to reach the same
ultimate goal of human existence. He established the basic framework
for nonviolent revolutionary resistance by presenting such an inclusive
view.62 Gandhi held to the idea that all humans are brothers and sisters
and in their fundamental human nature, regardless of their
backgrounds and cultures, was essential for the success of nonviolent
movements. His commitment to inclusivity and empathy was the
driving force behind the transformative potential of his nonviolent
resistance. The complicated situation in the occupied Palestinian
territories and aggression from Israel requires a united resilience
strategy rooted in a nonviolent approach, extending across domestic,
regional, and international levels.63 This is particularly crucial to
facilitate unity among Palestinians, Israelis, and the global community
by addressing internal and external divisions in response to occupation
and aggression through the application of Gandhi’s nonviolent
philosophy.64
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5. How can Gandhi’s nonviolent approach be applied to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict?

Gandhi’s nonviolent approach is highly relevant in bringing peace to
the Israel-Palestine conflict. We argue that Gandhi’s approach to civil
disobedience is central to this, manifested through acts such as peaceful
protests and strikes. It will shed light on injustices and resist the
oppressive policies of Israel. The next approach is to open dialogue
with all stakeholders, including the Israeli state. This is crucial for
understanding diverse perspectives and seeking common ground with
the opponents. Another tool of the Gandhian approach is education,
which is a transformative one that plays a vital role in promoting
understanding, empathy, and respect for diverse narratives,
contributing to sustained peace-building efforts. Nevertheless, it is
also true that Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence has largely been
ignored both by Israel and Palestinian sides for decades, and it is one
of the main reasons why the Israeli-Palestinian conflict continues even
today. To resolve the conflict sustainably, both the conflicting sides
and the international community must heed Gandhi’s message and
encourage nonviolent means.

It is worth remembering that global awareness and support were
crucial during India’s struggle for independence. This put diplomatic
pressure on British imperialism. 65 If such a similar strategy is applied
in the Israel-Palestine context, then the peace initiatives have a high
chance of success. Furthermore, the key tools for the success of the
Gandhian approach are strategic planning, identification of key issues,
and effective communication strategies.66 As we have seen in the
previous decades to the contemporary period, communication
strategies and strategic planning for peace initiatives have largely
been unsuccessful in Israeli-Palestinian conflict,  though the
international community has made many attempts. We emphasize the
importance of drawing lessons from other historical nonviolent
movements, such as South Africa’s anti-apartheid struggle.67  Rather
than perpetuating discord, international institutions can encourage
initiatives promoting coexistence, economic cooperation, and cultural
exchange between Israel and Palestine.68

In this context, recently, with the nonviolent resistance of students
at universities in the USA,69 the demands for ending Israel’s attacks
in Gaza and other parts of Palestine and for the international
community to take action to resolve the issue have spread within the
scope of Gandhi’s philosophy. These resistance movements can bring
the two sides of the conflict and other international stakeholders in
the conflict to think of a solution that might bring a peaceful solution
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to the conflict. Suppose this nonviolence resistance of university
students is supported by a similar resistance strategy by different
layers and institutions of society, such as workers, communities
belonging to different religions, and NGOs. In that case, it will not be
surprising that the Israeli government may take a step back. This is
exactly what Gandhi discussed: reducing the pressure on the oppressor
by leaving them to cooperate through peaceful means. In this context,
it is clear that the nonviolent support resistance initiated by university
students at the international level needs to be strengthened by
Gandhi’s philosophy and, if necessary, his practices. This might be
effective in gaining support from other parts of society, while it may
turn the parties encouraging violence towards peaceful paths. At this
point,  it is useful to recall Gandhi’s words regarding his Ahisma or
nonviolence “Violence and nonviolence are two incompatible forces
destructive of each other. Nonviolence for its success therefore needs
an entirely nonviolent atmosphere.70” This will lead us to look forward
with the hope of a peaceful resolution of the Israel-Palestine conflict.

6. The Road Ahead

This article selectively discussed the Gandhian approach and insights
of building nonviolent resistance movements and the possible lessons
we can draw from them to address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
The article sought to identify applicable lessons to the Palestinian
context through a close analysis of Gandhi’s philosophical principles
that drove the success of nonviolent resistance against British colonial
rule. The failures of violent-oriented resistance are underscored, and
the transformative influence of nonviolent resistance is brought forth.

It is important to listen to Gandhi’s words regarding nonviolent
resistance. He said: “If I am a follower of Ahimsa, I must love my
enemy.” This can help both sides of the conflict come together to
solve the decade-long conflict. These words are also a source of
inspiration for nonviolent movements in their resistance against any
aggressor. Gandhi initiated the concept of nonviolence and non-
cooperation as an experimental process and took a position according
to the situation.71 The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is indeed even more
complex considering its deeply rooted historical grievances, territorial
disputes, and competing national and religious narratives. These
factors make the conflict multi-dimensional and multi-layered.
Gandhi’s approach was molded by the specific circumstances of British
colonial rule in India, and directly applying his methods to the
intricacies of the Israel-Palestine conflict may not fully address the
unique challenges faced by both sides. Gandhi’s nonviolent resistance
relied on the moral high ground and the belief in the oppressor’s
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sense of justice.
There are deeply rooted existential fears on both sides. Israel is

motivated to ensure the security and survival of the Jewish state,
while Palestinians seek self-determination and statehood. Bridging
these existential concerns through nonviolent means requires a
profound shift in perceptions and trust-building, which is a formidable
task both for conflicting parties and the international community. It
must be noted that the existence of groups that advocate an extremist
discourse on both sides adds another layer of complexity to the issue.
This brings challenges to garner unified support for Gandhi’s
philosophy of nonviolence. Another major challenge that makes the
conflict complex is perhaps the role of international actors, each with
its own interests and agendas. Against this background, applying
Gandhi’s philosophy requires navigating through a complex web of
geopolitical considerations, making it challenging to maintain a
principled stance amid external pressures. The question of land and
territorial boundaries is central to the conflict. Moreover, the absence
of permanent settler colonialism influenced Gandhi’s approach in
India. The success of nonviolent resistance often depends on
widespread support both from conflicting parties and the international
community. To conclude, while Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolent
resistance contains valuable principles, adapting it to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict requires focusing on specific challenges posed by
the region’s historical, political, and social realities, and movements
advocating nonviolent resistance are unlikely to succeed without the
international community’s support.

As Ilan Pappe points out the state of Israel continues to follow the
path shown by its Zionist founders, which is to achieve borders that
Zionists envisioned for the greater Israel.72 Resorting to nonviolent
resistance will tie the hands of such an aggressive and oppressive
organization, and also other violence-based armed groups in Palestine.
The Israeli government has always preferred the existence of groups
that resort to violence, such as Hamas and Hezbollah,73 to groups
that prioritize nonviolence. Actions of nonviolent resistance against
this occupier and settler colonial organization will prevent the occupier
from resorting to violence and seeking ways of reconciliation.
Furthermore, disseminating nonviolent resistance will result in the
dissolution of armed groups that rely on violence to achieve their
objectives. Considering all this, the coordination of international and
regional groups that apply nonviolence is important to end the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict with sustainable peace. Adopting Gandhi’s
philosophy and approaches will enable these groups to have a powerful
voice and be more resistant to the Israeli government and Palestinian
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armed groups that insist on applying systematic violence. Taking
lessons from Gandhi’s philosophy of Ahimsa, his endless compassion,
care, and humility could enable international, regional, and local
nonviolent resistance groups to transform this conflict into an
environment where peace and collaboration are discussed and
reached.
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ABSTRACT

Nationalism functions not only against imperialism,  it does so against
multinational political entities within a state. This conceptual framework
promoted many armed conflicts, which are presented as struggles for national
liberation. The completion of decolonization was the beginning of the age of
ethnic conflicts. Now, external forces may militarily intervene in local violent
groups. The Global War on Terror was originally declared upon the international
network of radical religious groups. Later, the war on terror began to be mentioned
to contain any organizations that resort to violent means. Ethnically oriented
groups are labeled as terrorists in the 21st century and denied. The conceptual
tensions between liberators and terrorists are observed in many parts of the
world. What is worse is that the political division between the promoters of the
War on Terror led by the West and the anti-Western camp has been engulfed so
seriously in recent times. There is a pressing need to resort to confidence in the
common fundamental value of humanism represented by Gandhi’s thoughts.
We should recall and reinterpret Gandhi’s spirit so that it can be applied to the
hard reality of our contemporary time. The fundamental principle of Gandhian
humanism is now desperately needed.

Key words: Terrorism, ethnic conflicts, liberal peace building, nation-state,
global war on terror

Introduction

THE DISCOURSES OF ethnic conflicts and the war on terror are
contradictorily intersected in our contemporary world in the 21st
century. The essentialists in both camps insist that the existence of
ethnic conflicts denies that of terrorists or that the existence of
terrorists denies that of ethnic conflicts. The fact is that reality may
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simultaneously entail two characters of the two phenomena. What is
needed is to strengthen the perspective of humanity beyond the logic
of political ideologies of ethnic conflicts and the war on terror.

The political conflicts among multiple ethnic groups emerged in
the contemporary sense. In consequence, the doctrine of nationalism
dictates that regardless of the multiplicity of ethnic groups within a
nation-state, the existence of an independent state assumes the
existence of one nation. Even if one nation-state consists of multiple
ethnic groups, one state represents one nation.  The nation is equivalent
to the state, while ethnic groups are the components of the state.
Thus, nationalism functions not only against imperialism; it does so
against multinational political entities within a state. The doctrine of
the nation-state is a struggle against imperialism and ethnic divisions.
This conceptual framework promoted many armed conflicts, which
are presented as struggles for national liberation. The completion of
decolonization was the beginning of the age of ethnic conflicts.

The 21st century observes a new logic against ethnic conflicts.
External forces may militarily intervene in local violent groups. The
Global War on Terror was originally declared upon the international
network of radical religious groups. However, through the long-term
war on the Taliban by the US and its allies, the war on terror began to
be mentioned to contain any organizations that resort to violent means.
Ethnically oriented groups are labeled as terrorists in the 21st century
and denied. The conceptual tensions between liberators and terrorists
are observed in many parts of the world.

What is worse is that the political division between the promoters
of the War on Terror led by the West and the anti-Western camp has
been engulfed so seriously in recent times. The ongoing crisis over
Gaza has worsened the divisions of international values. Israel has
been seeking to resort to the logic of the War on Terror to conduct its
military operation in Gaza. The Western Countries headed by the
United States support Israel and its explanation. On the other hand,
many states, especially non-Western countries, see the violations of
the Genocide Convention in the acts of Israel as the illegal occupier of
the Palestinian people. The confrontation would not be solved easily.
There is a pressing need to resort to confidence in the common
fundamental value of humanism represented by Gandhi’s thoughts.
We should recall and reinterpret Gandhi’s spirit so that it can be applied
to the hard reality of our contemporary time. The fundamental
principle of Gandhian humanism is now desperately needed.

This article seeks to analyze the logic of the supremacy of political
ideologies over humanism. It addresses how political ideologies have
become more powerful than humanism. The articles argue that efforts
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to keep human dignity are always the key to overcoming political
ideologies of ethnic conflicts and the war on terror.

The Myth of Liberal Peacebuilding Theory

When the Cold War ended, there was a historical intensive debate
about the “victory of liberal democracy.” While many argued that
such a historical view is too simplistic, the phrase has been widely
circulated since 1989. It affected the community of peacebuilding
studies, as the so-called liberal peacebuilding theory emerged to
describe the trend of international peace operations in the post-Cold
War period. It was natural to assume that the world could continue
to be influenced by the doctrine of liberal democracy, given the decline
of the ideological power of communism. This led to the assumption
that the standard model of the state in the contemporary world is the
liberal democratic state model, which is well-regulated by the rules
of human rights. If a state deviates from the standard, it ought to be
corrected. This assumption was applied to the scheme of international
peace operations, which began to emphasize the non-negotiable
principles in the international community. Eventually, the analysis of
armed conflicts began to be conducted using the standard model.
The deviation of the state structure from the standard model was
understood to be problematic and even the hotbed of a conflict. As a
result, not only military intervention to save human lives from
domestic ethnic conflicts but also military exercises to “neutralize
terrorists” began to be claimed as efforts to uphold liberal democracy.
The politically stereotyped perception of the problem and the solution
in conflict-prone areas has led to the problematic nature of the
conceptualization of the structure of armed conflicts in the world in
the 21st century.

The Victory of Liberal Democracy Francis Fukuyama discussed
this extensively in his book, The End of History and the Last Man, after
his 1989 paper “The End of History?”.1 Fukuyama proposed a scenario
in which the collapse of communism would bring about the end of
“History”’ as an ideological struggle as described in Hegel’s
philosophy. If human history progresses through struggles over values,
then the disappearance of communism’s effectiveness means that
liberal democracy has become the final victor in mankind’s ideological
struggle. Fukuyama argued in this way and offered the perspective
that the end of the Cold War meant the “victory of liberal democracy.”’
In the world after the end of the Cold War, Western countries
advocating liberal democracy played a leading role as a community
of values. Regardless of the author’s nuanced intention, Fukuyama’s
narrative of the victory of liberal democracy functioned to reinforce
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the dominant position of Western countries in international society in
the 21st century.

The context of the narrative of the victory of liberal democracy
existed in the theoretical framework of democratic peace theory in
the discipline of International Relations. Since the end of the Cold
War era, international political scientists such as Bruce Russett have
been developing the theory of democratic peace. The thesis is that
democracies do not go to war with each other. Russett et al.’s research
relies on the historical perspective that wars between democracies
have rarely occurred.2 This view argues that the definition of
democracy is vague, that networks of security alliances between
democracies are the reason for the absence of war, and that bellicose
democracies frequently go to war with non-democracies. Critics say
that it is inappropriate to measure the frequency of wars by excluding
internal civil wars and that the existence of communist countries is
hidden. However, the thesis that once a democratic country is
established means that the area of peace has expanded also leads to
guidelines for actual activities to spread liberal democracy as a
peacebuilding activity, and after the end of the Cold War, it became a
major influence during the period of expansion of international peace
operations.

In accordance with the establishment of the doctrine of liberal
democracy as the key standard of international society and thus
international peace operations, Roland Paris argues that international
peace operations, which expanded throughout the 1990s, have
endeavored to spread democratic political systems and liberal market
economies.3 He argued that international peace operations led by
Western countries have the ideological foundations of liberal
democracy. Paris also argued that the ideological nature of international
peace operations has often caused friction with local societies and
created obstacles.4 The hasty introduction of liberal democracy
increases the probability that international peace operations will fail.
However, Paris himself did not say that it was a mistake to promote
international peace operations in line with the values of liberal
democracy but advocated “institutionalization before liberalization.”’
He argued that we should first work to build institutions and then
gradually build a national system that is in line with liberal democratic
values. Paris’ argument had the character of systematically
summarizing, from the perspective of values, the examination of
international peace operations that had been carried out in various
forms up until then. For this reason, it attracted much attention and
influenced the framework of subsequent research on international
peace operations.
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The characterization that international peace operations in the 21st
century are led by Western countries and based on liberal democratic
values is the protection of civilians (PoC) in actual UN peacekeeping
operations. In addition to the trend of attaching importance to
activities, there is also the spread of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P)
theory, which began with the debate over military intervention by
NATO countries in the Kosovo conflict in 1999 and the United States’
commitment to Afghanistan as part of its war on terror. Coinciding
with the military intervention in Iraq and the subsequent development
of state-building activities, it began to scorch the population. It has
come to be frequently referred to as the circumstances behind the
difficulties faced by actual UN peacekeeping operations, military
intervention, and nation-building. In academic research, it has come
to be frequently referred to as a comprehensive critique of liberal
peacebuilding theory’ when criticizing the state of international peace
operations.

There are critics against the trend of liberal peacebuilding theory
like “hybrid peace theory.” Oliver Richmond is a representative of
the movement that criticizes international peace operations that impose
Western values of liberal democracy.5 Through his criticism, Richmond
argued that it is desirable to build peace that reflects the circumstances
of local societies, and proposed the concept of “hybrid peace,”’ which
is achieved through a mix of actors from the international community
and local societies. However, the possibilities for “hybrid”’ are
limitless. In the first place, no matter how much the international
community takes the lead, it is impossible for local communities to
eliminate their role completely. It can be said that all peacebuilding
necessarily has some kind of hybrid character. Although “hybrid
peace”’ has the significance of sounding a warning about the pitfalls
of international peace operations led by Western countries, it cannot
be said to be a concept for policy discussion. In policy discussions, the
same issue has traditionally been discussed with an emphasis on the
concept of ownership.

The critical views enlarged in accordance with the deterioration
of the military campaign of the US and its allies in Afghanistan and
Iraq. The disaster at the time of the complete withdrawal of the US
forces from Afghanistan in 2021 was a significant blow to the trend of
growing mistrust about the theory and practice of liberal
peacebuilding. UN peacekeeping also suffers from political turmoil in
the theaters of operations. The closure of MINUSMA (United Nations
Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali) was the
latest version of such a backlash. There was the assumption that the
international standard of state formation is derived from the doctrine
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of liberal democracy. It may still exist to some extent. But its credibility
has apparently become weaker, and its validity has been questioned
seriously. The myth of the victory of liberal peacebuilding, as well as
the myth of the validity of liberal peacebuilding has significantly
diminished.

The Myth of the Nation-State Theory

The evaporation of the myth of the victory of liberal peacebuilding
relates to the fragmentation of the theoretical basis of the theory of
the nation-state based upon the anthropophonics of nations. The
contemporary world is based on the understanding that the earth is
divided into a limited number of nations. Whether this nation-state is
standardized as a liberal democratic state or not is one significant
perspective to examine international order as well as armed conflict
cases.

The main constituents of international society are entities called
nations. The nations of this modern international society have historical
characteristics. This is because the principles established since modern
times have determined the character of modern nations. A typical
example is the nation-state principle created by the rise of nationalism
in modern times. Since modern times, states have existed on the
premise that they are “nation-states.”6There is an assumption that the
existence of a nation is automatically a political community formed
by “people” who are an ethnic group. This is a premise based on a
certain kind of political belief, but it is certainly a premise that
constitutes one of the pillars of modern international society.7

A nation is understood to be made up of “people” in the sense
that a nation is created and sustained by all the people who live within
the territory of the nation. The principle of nation-states is expressed
in international law as the right to national self-determination. US
President Woodrow Wilson brought up national self-determination
at the Paris Peace Conference after World War I. After World War II,
the right to national self-determination was more clearly introduced
as an important principle of international law. However, the actual
UN Charter used the expression “self-determination of peoples.”’
Indeed, if member states of the United Nations are referred to as
“nations,” it may be inappropriate to refer to human groups before
they took the form of nations as “nations.” “The people” in the UN
Charter are the nation, which is an identical ethnic group with a
political entity.

The idea of a special collective entity with the supreme status of
“the nation”’ as a sovereign entity was created by the French
Revolution. By the beginning of the 19th century, this concept of “nation
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equals ethnicity” had spread throughout Europe through the spread
of revolutionary ideas by Napoleon, and by the 20th century, it had
spread throughout the world. The “nation’”, which includes all
members of society and has its own “will,” achieved great
development in German legal philosophy in the 19th century. As
typically seen in Hegel, the sovereign “people (Volk)” appears as
sovereign only in the “whole” and that is why it should be identified
with the “state” (Staat).8

It should be noted that,” according to this view that emphasizes
the mentality of “nation equals ethnicity,”’ the idea of equality among
nations as established by international law was only a formality. As
already pointed out, the personification of “nation equals ethnicity”
is the basis for the idea of invoking the ideals of freedom and equality
of individuals in domestic society, and the basis for defending the
equality of nations and the principle of non-interference in internal
affairs. The concept of “nation equals ethnicity”’ emerged in modern
international society in the 20th century and dominated the perception
of people who are involved in international affairs.

Scholars of nationalism generally emphasize that the concept of
“nation equals ethnicity”’ has its origins in Western Europe and was
born during the process of modernization. According to Ernest
Gellner’s explanation, the concept of “nation equals ethnicity”’ was
born as a result of industrialization. While Gellner’s argument is
significant in that it provides a theoretical explanation of the social
foundations that give rise to nationalism, it also emphasizes the
political issue of raising the consciousness of “nation equals ethnicity”
in terms of social and economic structures.9 Benedict Anderson’s
``Imagined Communities’’, which focuses on the reflection of political
circumstances on social consciousness, can be thought of as an argument
that takes nationalism in non-Western regions into perspective.
According to Anderson’s argument, a “nation” is a product of a
historically formed collective consciousness.10 According to Anderson’s
view, the “national equals ethnic” consciousness is something that is
created, and does not exist primordially as a given thing, but also
changes depending on the stage of economic and social development.
The term “nation”’ was born in the historical context of the modern
era. The political situation of modern society injected nationalism into
non-Western regions. If Gellner’s argument explains why the concept
of “nation equals ethnicity” was born in Western Europe, Anderson
describes the process by which it spread in non-Western Europe.

Countries in America, Asia, and Africa became independent by
inheriting almost exactly the colonial boundaries arbitrarily drawn
by the European powers. The “national equals ethnic” consciousness
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in many regions of the world other than Europe was only born based
on an artificial framework mediated by colonization and annexation
into empires. The sense of “nation equals ethnicity”’ in non-Western
regions was created and motivated by political goals. The idea of
“nation equals ethnicity” in modern international society is, to a
considerable extent, based on the value standard of denying the
colonialism or imperialism that existed until the first half of the 20th
century as a political phenomenon (this does not deny the observation
that colonialism may exist today with a certain political disguise or as
an ideological standpoint). However, if “nation equals ethnicity”
originated in modern Western Europe and later spread to non-Western
European regions, then “nation equals ethnicity” really did not exist
in non-Western European regions before modern times. It is then no
wonder that many “nation-states” in the contemporary world do not
have solid foundations for the theory of “nation equals ethnicity” of
the modern nation-state.

The Myth of the Dominance of Internal Armed Conflicts

Suppose the framework of the nation-state is more or less artificial or
fictitious throughout the world. In that case, the distinction between
international armed conflicts and inter-state armed conflicts must
become blurred. That is one consequence of the gap between formal
theory and reality of international society in the 21st century. It is
inevitable to have a perspective to analyze “international intra-state
armed conflicts.” Describing a conflict as both international and intra-
state may initially appear contradictory. However, the reality is that
the contemporary world is rife with armed conflicts exhibiting
elements of both types. Many conflicts simultaneously involve
international and intra-state dimensions.

There is a myth that recent armed conflicts are mostly intra-state
wars, while international armed conflicts were dominant in the past.11

However, the fact is that the number or the percentage of intra-state
armed conflicts was always high throughout the Cold War period.
After the collapse of the empires in Europe at the end of World War I,
which led to the wave of de-colonization after World War II, the
number of states dramatically increased. The newly independent states
born after WWII are still now the theatres of armed conflicts where
intra-state conflicts occur. Intra-state conflicts are not exclusively a
phenomenon of the contemporary world. This does not mean that
contemporary armed conflicts are simply and purely internal conflicts.
They are internal as well as international. Many contemporary conflicts
are international as well as domestic conflicts. Given that the “nation
equals ethnicity” framework is not applicable in many parts of the
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world, it is natural that the distinction between internal and intra-
state conflicts is very challenging.

During the Cold War periods, Conflict Resolution theories did
not necessarily assume that contemporary armed conflicts were
exclusively intra-state. A significant shift occurred with the emergence
of the myth of “new wars” in contrast to “old wars,” marking a
symbolic sea change. The prevailing assumption suggested that while
old-type international wars characterized the period before the end
of the Cold War, the post-Cold War era witnessed a rise in intra-state
armed conflicts. However, this generalization was largely false. The
hypothesis gained momentum with the perception of a changing era
following the end of the Cold War. The emphasis on internal dynamics
and root causes aligns with a more comprehensive approach to conflict
resolution that considers the complexities of domestic societies in
addressing the challenges to international peace and security.

The intermingling of intra-state armed conflict and international
war is observed in Ukraine, Syria, Yemen, Somalia, Ethiopia, Nigeria,
etc. These circumstances underscore the need to remove the
demarcation between “intra-state conflict” and “international war.”
In contrast, conflict resolution measures after the Cold War
emphasized interventions in the domestic spheres of sovereign states.
The frequent use of the authority of Chapter VII of the UN Charter
by the UN Security Council underscores the level of the perception of
the trend. With or without military interventions for “enforcement,”
international actors provide aid in the form of development or
humanitarian aid. These efforts often include governance reforms in
state apparatuses, such as security sector reforms, judicial reforms,
reforms in legal frameworks, capacity development programs, etc.
The underlying assumption is that conflicts arise because the state
lacks the capacity to govern society or is unwilling to comply with
internationally standardized norms, presupposing that contemporary
armed conflicts are predominantly intra-state.

The nation-states do not accommodate all the ethnic groups in
the world. Giving independent status to thousands of human groups
within the current international system is impossible. One nation-
state entails numerous ethnic groups, especially in newly independent
states born through decolonization in the 20th century. The theory of
“nation equals ethnic group” is not sustainable in such a world, as
numerous ethnic groups coexist in a state and often have tensions or
conflicts. Ethnic conflicts would appear as intra-state conflicts, while
they tend to have cross-border elements in wider regions. They tend
to promote “internationalized intra-state conflicts.” However,
according to the theory of liberal peacebuilding, this situation is
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regarded as the consequence of a lack of capacity for governance. If a
certain group affiliated with an ethnic group resort to brutal activities,
it may be regarded even as a terrorist group. Then, the capacity
development program is mobilized even in the name of the Global
War on Terror.

The “global liberal camp” conducts military operations against
“terrorists” for the sake of “state-building and nation-building” in
the circumstances of “ethnic conflicts” together with the programs of
“capacity development” of central governments. This situation
emerged in the 21st century as the decisive factor in determining the
structure and course of international society. The mythical relationship
between the Global War on Terror and ethnic conflicts in different
forms, discourses, and developments is now observed in many parts
of the world, such as Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, Europe, etc.

The Mythical Relations between International Peace Operations
and the Global War on Terror and Ethnic Conflicts

The first pattern is observed regarding the US-led mainstream impact
of the Global War on Terror. While the broader concept of combating
terrorism dates to the 20th century, the so-called Global War on Terror
commenced with the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 to remove
Al-Qaeda and the Taliban regime following the 9/11 attacks in New
York and Washington, D.C. The 2003 Iraq War resulted in disastrous
consequences for the country, the region, and for the U.S. and its
allies. The Arab Spring, armed conflicts in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA), and the rise of the Islamic State (I.S.) further fueled
terrorist activities, extending to the Sahel region in Africa. Many of
these groups pledged allegiance to I.S. or Al-Qaeda, establishing
connections with their networks. The Global War on Terror expanded
from South Asia through the Middle East to Africa. All these conflicts
have elements of ethnic conflicts or tensions. Political complexities
due to complex ethnic compositions in these areas are apparent.
However, the narrative of military interventions in the Global War
on Terror against “terrorists” is also vital in rhetorical descriptions
on the side of international actors.

The second pattern pertains to the impact of the end of the Cold
War, marked by the collapse of the Soviet Union and its communist
regime. The periphery of Russia, comprising former USSR republics
that gained independence apart from the Russian Federation, became
a notable conflict-prone area in the contemporary world. From Ukraine
and Moldova (Transnistria) in Europe, through South Ossetia and
Abkhazia in Georgia, Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan, Chechnya in
Russia within the wider Caucasus region, to Tajikistan and other
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volatile areas in Central Asia, the periphery of the former USSR is
replete with records of armed conflicts in the post-Cold War period.
Russia’s military intervention pattern is prevalent, underscoring the
international dimension inherent in these conflicts. In this area, Russia
intervenes in smaller neighboring countries in the name of protecting
Russia-speaking or pro-Russian people against “Nazi” regimes or
“terrorist” groups. Elements of ethnic tensions or conflicts coexist in
politically complex manners with the wider regional narrative.

The third pattern arises from the fragility that invites international
interventions. After the Arab Spring, numerous authoritarian regimes
faced challenges from anti-government movements, leading to varying
responses. Some regimes brutally suppressed anti-government
movements with international support, as seen in Syria, while others
descended into factional wars with foreign intervenors, as exemplified
by Libya. Coup d’états unfolded in the Sahel, accompanied by
internationally instigated disinformation, misinformation, and the
presence of foreign mercenaries. The antithesis of democracies and
autocracies highlights the problematic nature of oppressive regimes.
However, in many places, there are elements of ethnic conflicts or
tensions behind the scenes of oppression by power holders against
the weaker minorities. The narrative of autocracies against
democracies overshadows such elements. The logic of the Global War
on Terror applies to problems of political structures of states, whether
“terrorists” are on the side of the government or the anti-government
forces. For the Western countries, the regime of Bashar al-Assad would
be like a “terrorist” regime. At the same time, Russia intervenes in
the Syria conflict with the logic of identifying anti-regime forces as
“terrorist” groups. There may be some ambiguous versions of the
labels. The Islamic State (I.S.) was a common “terrorist” force for
both sides, but the identification of the Taliban was somewhat
ambiguous for both sides. Whether Hamas in Gaza is a “terrorist”
organization is an even more complex question. Still, the structure of
the Global War on Terror is mobilized, even when the elements of
ethnic conflicts are prevalent.

Partnership Peace Operations and the Convergence with the Global
War on Terror

International peace operations are supposed to contribute to the
resolution of armed conflicts, mainly ethnic conflicts. However,
international peace operations in the 21st century have become almost
part of the Global War on Terror, even if they do not constitute most
of the critical front lines. The most fundamental issue of rebuilding a
multi-ethnic state is blurred in the context of the Global War on Terror.
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While the Global War on Terror faced obstacles in Afghanistan
and Iraq, ambitious international peace operations were deployed in
conflict-prone areas in Africa. The large “multidimensional” missions
were more or less equipped with counter-insurgency functions under
the guiding principle of the protection of civilians. Both Al-Qaida and
Islamic State extended the linkage to Africa. Many organizations
emerged in Africa in the 21st century with pledges of loyalty to either
Al-Qaida or IS leadership. It goes beyond the scope of this chapter to
analyze the spread of such organizations in Africa in detail. Suffice it
to say that international peace operations can no longer ignore the
fact that radical armed groups, with or without linkages with either
Al-Qaida or IS, are the major sources of their operational difficulties.

The United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization
Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) is a typical example of the de facto
convergence of the anti-terrorist combat operation and UN
Peacekeeping Operations.12 MINUSMA has been constantly faced with
security threats in the North in the face of radical Islamicist activities
since its establishment. While counter-terrorist military operations
were mainly conducted by the French intervention force and G5 Sahel
of neighboring countries, MINUSMA could not be completely away
from the circumstances on the ground. UN Security Council did not
specifically give the Chapter VII mandate for the “neutralization” of
terrorist organizations to MINUSMA.13 So, officially speaking,
MINUSMA was not engaged in military combat operations against
radical Islamicists. However, the fact is that MINUSMA was expected
to pursue state-building to prevent disruption of the central
government’s authority, including its security components, and deploy
peacekeeping troops to protect civilians. The de facto division of labor
existed between MINUSMA and intervention forces with the
expectation that they should work together coherently.

It is true that UN PKOs are more or less hesitant to be involved in
situations where their activities are blended with the Global War on
Terror-oriented combat operations due to the comparatively lower
level of political will among member states. Accordingly, the trend of
regional organizations or ad-hoc coalitions of neighboring states taking
the role of providing combat-operation international peace operations
became significantly obvious. The pattern includes G5-Sahel in Mali
as well as the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) composed of
the troops of Nigeria, Cameroon, Chad, Niger, and Benin in the area
of Lake Chad Basin (LCB) against Boko Haram.14 The Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), mainly led by the
Nigerian army, has experience of deploying international peace
operations in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Cote d’Ivoire. While ECWAS-
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led international peace operations were not particularly labeled as
counter-terrorist activities, they paved the way for the age of
international peace operations greatly conducted by regional
organizations. The Southern African Development Community
(SADC) provided counter-terrorist forces in the northern part of
Mozambique after its military intervention in the eastern part of DRC,
while the Rwandan contingent made a more significant military
intervention to neutralize the terrorists in Cabo Delgado.

The most important and deadly case is the African Union Mission
in Somalia (AMISOM), now AU Transition Mission in Somalia (ATMIS),
against Al-Shabab. Even though the exact number has not been
officially publicized, it is widely believed that AMISOM/ATMIS has
suffered thousands of casualties in the history of AMISOM/ATMIS
since 2007. They are the peace support missions of the AU with the
authorization of the UN Security Council acting under Chapter VII of
the UN Charter.15 Prior to the establishment of AMISOM in 2007, the
Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD) deployed its
Peace Support Mission to Somalia, which was called the IGAD Peace
Support Mission in Somalia (IGASOM) for the purposes of protection
and training. When AMISOM was established, there was the
expectation that the AU mission after the IGAD mission was still a
transition to a large UN PKO. However the UN Security Council
members were reluctant to take over the role of peace mission in
Somalia due to its nightmare memory in Somalia in the 1990s. It
preferred to continue to authorize the AU mission in Somalia, while
the UN provides political and logistical support missions called the
United Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia (UNSOM) and the
United Nations Support Office in Somalia (UNSOS). This pattern did
not change even after AMISOM was transformed into ATMIS in April
2022 with a stronger emphasis on the transition of responsibility of
security operations to the authorities of the Federal Government of
Somalia.

The trend of “partnership peacekeeping” is outstanding in the
21st century.16 The concept of “partnership” means the mode of
collaboration between the UN and (sub-)regional organizations in
international peace operations. Given the constant pattern of
“partnership” which gives non-UN entities like NATO, AU, ECOWAS,
SADC, or ad-hoc coalitions the role of combat operations and UN
missions the role of non-combat operations, it is apparent that the
“partnership” trend illuminates the reality of the convergence of the
Global War on Terror and international peace operations. In the first
place, the UN provided political missions to Afghanistan and Iraq,
the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) and
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the United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI), during the
time of the intensive combat operations of the forces of the US and its
allies. So, de facto partnership structures were formed in the main
theatres of the Global War on Terror between US and the UN. It
should be added that the US still now continues to provide air support
to bomb Al-Shabab functions in Somalia. The drone US base in Niger
covered a wide area of West Africa for the purposes of counter-
terrorist intelligence activities. It should be added that in such areas
as Somalia and West Africa, the EU provides “capacity-building”
missions in many parts of Africa to strengthen security sector capacities
of government in Africa by widening the sphere of the “partnership”.17

The “partnership” style of multiple international peace operations
in the same area would have to be understood in the context of the
convergence of the Global War on Terror and international peace
operations in the larger picture of international security operations.
It can be said that the need to broaden and strengthen counter-terrorist
activities has facilitated the trend of “partnership” international peace
operations. The Global War on Terror does not absorb international
peace operations, while they influence each other and collaborate
without formal institutional settings.

The recent wave of coup-d’état in West African countries, Mali,
Burkina Faso, and Niger can be described as a grave indication of the
effects of the phenomenon of the de facto convergence of the Global
War on Terror and international peace operations. The various attempts
of “partnership” peace operations have not yet produced tangible
positive results in such vulnerable countries. People who are suffering
from the spread of terrorist activities are increasingly frustrated by
the inability of governments and international partners. This means
that the de facto convergence of the Global War on Terror and
international peace operations, in the Sahel in particular, has not been
producing tangible results. Given the shadow of the Russian Wagner
in such countries in the Sahel and other countries in Africa, the future
of the existing pattern of West-led partnership international peace
operations is uncertain. However, at the same time, there is no prospect
that the international community can afford to abandon all these efforts
without knowing the consequences of such a risky decision. The
dilemma and the search for better partnerships will continue.

Toward International Political Theory of Humanity

The relationship between the nation-state and ethnicity is a long-
standing issue in modern political systems. It is obvious that ethnic
conflicts and tensions within and across nation-states continue to
remain on our agenda. Efforts for conflict resolution and peacebuilding
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continue to tackle the problem of ethnic conflicts and tensions. What
is now complex is the external insertion of the Global War on Terror
logic. From the time the US militarily intervened in Afghanistan with
the goal of eliminating hubs of terrorist organizations where prolonged
ethnicity-related internal wars were taking place, and up to the Israel
Defense Force almost annihilates Gaza, a district of Palestine people
under long-term occupation by Israel, in the name of the operation to
eliminate Hamas as a terrorist organization, the logic of the Global
War on Terror appears in the theaters of ethnic conflicts.

The political division between the promoters of the War on Terror
led by the West and the anti-Western camp is enormous in the
contemporary world. The ongoing crisis over Gaza has worsened the
divisions of international values. This is not a division as a result of
ideological confrontations. This is a division about coherent
interpretations of international legal principles. Each camp accuses
the other of violations of international law and the “double standard”
of applications of international principles.

Humanism is not a legal principle but the foundation upon which
all the principles must be interpreted. Respect for all human beings in
a universally equal manner is an indispensable attitude to foster mutual
trust among international actors. Beyond the logic of friends and foes,
good and evil, innocents and terrorists, and peace and war, there
must be respect for humanity as a guiding principle. This does not
mean that discussions about legal rules are not necessary. However,
given the complexity of legal and political circumstances surrounding
armed conflicts in the contemporary world, it is imperative to go
back to the fundamental respect for humanity in order to navigate
constructive communications among us. Saving lives against killing
must be prioritized as a simple but fundamental common platform
for our war-prone contemporary world. We should now more strongly
than ever emphasize the importance of the spirit of Gandhi. The
fundamental principle of Gandhian humanism must now be applied
in the harsh reality of our contemporary world.

It is fruitless to ask whether ethnic conflicts are the major context
of the war, or whether the Global War on Terror is such a structural
context. It is imperative to resume the logic of humanity regarding
contemporary international humanitarian law or the philosophical
goals of nation-states beyond the contexts of ethnic conflicts and the
Global War on Terror. Moving beyond the labels of good and evil in
the structure of armed conflicts, it is crucial to look at various concrete
scenes of armed conflicts from the perspective of humanity.
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‘Gandhian Fraternity’ and
‘Participatory Democracy’
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ABSTRACT

The scholarly discourse on the relevance of Gandhian ideas to the peaceful
resolution of violent conflicts has been extensive, exemplified by seminal works
such as “Peace by Peaceful Means” by Johan Galtung1  , which underscores the
significance of Gandhian ideology in conflict management and the pursuit of
peace. However, there remains a notable gap in the literature regarding the
application of Gandhian principles to the understanding and resolution of
ethnic conflicts, particularly those entrenched in the Northeastern states of India.
This paper addresses this gap by examining the recent violent clashes in Manipur
between the Meiteis and the Kukis, offering a timely reconsideration of Gandhi’s
philosophy of nonviolent conflict resolution. Specifically, it explores the potential
of “Gandhian Fraternity” and “Participatory Democracy” as frameworks for
addressing ethnic conflicts, probing their efficacy in providing sustainable
solutions. The analysis contends that the absence of horizontal solidarity, or
fraternity, among communities, coupled with the assertion of ethnic identities,
serves as a catalyst for the initiation and perpetuation of such conflicts. Moreover,
the paper argues that the prevailing model of democracy, which often accentuates
divisions between individuals and society, exacerbates tensions between ethnic
groups. In light of these observations, this paper advocates for a reasoned
engagement with Gandhian principles as a means to offer viable solutions to the
complex tapestry of ethnic conflicts in India.
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Introduction

THE ETHNIC CONFLICTS2, in various forms and shades, continue
to negatively impact the social cohesion, political consensus,
overshadow the genuine grievances of the communities, and inclusive
economic development. While these ethnic conflicts are a serious matter
of concern, the involvement of violence makes them worse for the
individuals and the communities alike.  Several Northeastern states
of India have been the major sites of ethnic conflict. Following the
end of the British rule, the Northeastern states of India have been
scarred by sustained violence in some form or the other3 . The violence
experienced by these states are in the forms of militancy against the
Union of India demanding separate territories and autonomy4 ,
protests and blockades, intra and inter-ethnic strife5 , and the counter
measures by the Indian state67 ). It is important to note that irrespective
of the nature and the intensity of violence, the involvement of ethnicity
and ethnic identity have been a commonality in the conflicts in these
states. Moreover, the militant groups fighting against the Indian state
and other communities are mostly organized on ethnic lines.
Accordingly, the role of ethnicity and identity assertion is arguably
the most important factor in understanding these states’ socio-political
realities and conflicts.

The states in the Northeast of India are not only different from
the other states but also different from each other. Apart from the
presence of multiple ethnic groups, the Northeast region is different
from other states as it includes vast tracts of borderland space with
neighboring countries of Myanmar, Bhutan, Nepal, China and
Bangladesh8 . The fraternal ties among the ethnic groups across the
borderlands and the sustained political instability in the neighborhood
countries also significantly contribute to the varying conflicts in the
Northeast region.9 Accordingly, the region, as articulated by Professor
Sanjib Baruah10, ‘is an anomalous zone in the republic where certain
basic rules and norms of democracy are rendered ineffective for long
periods or they can be suspended on short notice’. It is important to
mention that, over the last one decade, the insurgency and militancy
induced conflicts in the Northeastern states of India are on steady
decline11 . However, the conflicts in these states refuse to dies down
because of the assertion of identity politics, lack of governance, and
changing demography and economic realities.12 Talking of the ethnic
conflicts, the state of Manipur witnessed yet another episode of ethnic
strife between the Kukis and the Meiteis in May 2003.

It is important to mention that it was not the first time Manipur,
or any other state in Northeast India for that matter, witnessed such
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violent conflict between the ethnic communities. Manipur, in the early
1990s (1992-1997) witnessed ethnic strife between the Nagas and the
Kukis. Considered as one of the bloodiest episodes of ethnic violence,
the Naga-Kuki conflict has left deep scars and, arguably, irreconcilable
Faultline between the two communities. The incidents like the Joupi
Massacre13 in 1993 and the annual remembrance events by the Kukis14

keep the ethnic divide alive in Manipur. The issues that contribute to
the sustenance of the ethnic conflicts vary, ranging from the claim
over territory, lack of governance, indifference of the successive
political regime (both at the center and the state) to the assertion of
identity and indigeneity. The competing and contesting identities (that
mostly induce the conflicts), as articulated by Bhagat Oinam15, ‘are not
necessarily primordial but are a creation of political necessity and administrative
convenience. In recent decades, as the Naga-Kuki conflicts and later between
the Kukis and Paites demonstrate identity conflicts have been waged not merely
on questions of land, immigration and settlement, but also on the overweening
fear of loss of identity itself’. The geographical distributions of the ethnic
groups16, in many ways, also contribute to the existing conflicts.

In the last one year of violent conflict between the Kukis and the
Meiteis in Manipur, thousands (especially the Kukis) have been
displaced, hundreds have lost their lives and both sides have suffered
heavy property loss. While the efficiency of both the Central and the
State Governments, in terms of containing the violence and offering a
sense of security to the citizens of Manipur, has come under serious
question, the community organizations have also tested very little
success in fostering a negotiation to end violence. The mutual hostility
between the Kukis and the Meiteis and the blame game between the
ruling regime and the opposition parties are only contributing to the
sustenance of the conflict in Manipur. conflicting parties, the way these
conflicts are engaged and understood by the state, and the mechanisms
that are adopted for conflict resolution. The existing literature17181920

often highlights grievances around the uneven distribution of
resources, social status, and political representation as major factors
leading to ethnic conflicts in India. Accordingly, the ongoing conflicts
between the Meiteis and the Kukis in Manipur is mostly understood
and engaged around the issues of the hill-valley divide, inequality of
political representation and contestation over identity and indigeneity,
and unequal distribution of resources.21 While the social of the ethnic
conflicts function around the assertion of identity and contested
indigeneity, the political of them is about how the state machinery
perceives them and responds to them. It is important to mention that
the state response to this ethnic strife is predominantly shaped by its
experience with dealing with the militancy in this region. The security
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concerns of the state, in terms of protecting its territorial integrity,
coupled with maintaining law-and-order guide the state response to
the ethnic conflicts in the Northeastern states.   Accordingly, one can
argue that, the issues of the ethnic conflicts that are mostly social and
political in natures (not so much of a direct security concern to the
Indian state) are responded through security perspectives. The current
conflict between the Meiteis and the Kukis in Manipur is a good
example. The issues about the threat perceptions to the Indian state
(read illegal migration of Chins from Myanmar, growth in the illegal
poppy cultivation, implementation of NRC to identify the ‘legitimate
citizens of India and dumping of the Chinese goods in Manipur)
overshadow the socio-political issues that are very much internal to
Manipur.22

A security centric approach of the state often overlooks the socio-
political issues around which the ethnic conflicts are initiated and
pursued. Drawing from the state response, it can be argued that the
ethnic conflicts do not attract the attention unless they are violent.
While the concerns of frontier location of Manipur and long history
of militancy, to some extent, rationalizes the state responses, they do
not necessarily capture the social and the political of the ethnic conflicts.
Moreover, the ethnic communities driven by insecurity, contested
identities, lack of governance, and identity politics often look for the
state intervention in addressing their grievances which, arguably, have
their foundations at the social levels. While there is larger consensus
on the little success of the state response, in terms of addressing the
grievances of the ethnic communities, it is also safe to argue that the
ethnic communities have also limited success in forging consensus
among themselves. During the author’s research survey in Manipur23,
it was observed the absence of a common social platform where the
people and the organizations across the ethnic communities could
share their grievances and concerns to each other. Such a situation
reflects on the lack of fraternity among the ethnic groups. This also
underlines the limited presence of democracy and growing ethnic
polarization (read vertical solidarity) in Manipur. Accordingly,
resolving these conflicts depends on developing a sense of fraternity
across the ethnic communities and making a case for participatory
democracy.

Against this backdrop, this paper makes a case for revisiting
Gandhi’s ideas of peaceful conflict resolution, especially engaging
through his ideas of fraternity and participatory democracy. Drawing
from the existing literature24252627 and the author’s observations from
the field studies28 in Manipur, Assam, and Mizoram, the argues that
one of the major flaws of electoral democracy is its majoritarian



Peaceful Resolution of Ethnic Conflicts   ●   135

April–June 2024

outcome (read the first past the post system of Indian elections). The
majoritarian outcome induces, among other factors, a lack of inter-
ethnic community solidarity (read fraternity) in the Northeastern
states (arguably, such explanation can be extended to the communal
polarization in other parts of India as well). However, while there is
a lack of horizontal solidarity among the ethnic groups, the polarization
on ethnic lines leads to the consolidation of vertical solidarity within
a community. The rise of vertical solidarity, lack of fraternity, and
majoritarian outcome of the electoral democracy leading to ethnic
conflicts calls for revisiting Gandhi’s ideas of fraternity, participatory
democracy, and peaceful resolution of conflicts in India. The following
section of the paper reflects upon Gandhi’s ideas of peaceful conflict
resolution. In doing so, the paper revisits the social, political and the
constitutional bases of fraternity in India. In this process, the paper
attempts to make sense of the Gandhi’s ideas of fraternity.  The paper
also reflects on Gandhi’s ideas on democracy by highlighting the
aspects of participatory democracy and the oceanic circle.

On Gandhi’s Ideas of Peaceful Conflict Resolution

This paper engages with Gandhi’s ideas of peaceful conflict resolution
through three integrated aspects: Rejection of violence in initiating293031,
pursuing, and determining the results of a conflict; identifying the
positive aspects of conflict and understanding the stakeholders
involved in a conflict; and the peaceful means of conflict resolution.
The rejection of violence in conflict is grounded on the fact that the
result achieved through violent means hardly contributes to a
meaningful resolution as it only creates more reasons for the
stakeholders to further conflict. Contrary to the radical nationalists
of India using guerrilla and terrorist methods to achieve independence,
Gandhi would stress delegitimizing the British rule through peaceful
resistance. He feared that a violent method by the radicals would not
be able to substantially delegitimize the British rule. Moreover, for
Gandhi, independence achieved through violent means had the
potential to become the national character. In a specific case, criticizing
the killing of a British officer, Sir William Curzon Wyllie, on July 1,
1909, by an Indian radical freedom fighter, Madan Lal Dhingra, Gandhi
wrote in Hind Swaraj that:

Do you not tremble to think of freeing India by assassination? What we
need to do is to sacrifice ourselves. It is a cowardly thought, that of
killing others. Whom do you suppose to free by assassination? Millions
of India do not desire it. Those who are intoxicated by the wretched
modern civilization think these things. Those who will rise to power by
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murder will certainly not make the nation happy. Those who believe
that India has gained by Dhingra’s act and other similar acts in India
make a serious mistake. Dhingra was a patriot, but his love was blind.
He gave his body in a wrong way; its ultimate result can only be
mischievous.32

He reiterated his firm belief in peaceful conflict resolution, stating
‘‘I will not purchase my country’s freedom at the cost of non-
violence’.33 Addressing problem formulation on ‘can non-violence
resistance replace a military regime, Arne Naees proposes a five-tired
program based on the Gandhian principles. They are:

First, clarification of national commitment, based on numerous dialogues,
use of multiple loyalties, and contact with potential “enemies”. In other
words, depolarisation and humanization counteract mobilization for
violence when governments so decide. Second, international service,
“relieving human poverty, suffering, and threats to personal indignity
[sic] and integrity”; removing “important causes of conflicts and wars”
through “peaceful man-to-man interaction between potential ‘enemies”’.
With “no political ‘strings’ attached”, development in other countries of
a positive attitude toward its sponsors is possible; valuable training can
also be used in one’s own country, and friendly ties are useful should
there be conflict. Third, improving our own society, “a non-military
defence program would give us a society far more worth defending”, for
instance through decentralisation, autonomous decision-making. Fourth,
non-military resistance in case of an occupation, combined or not with
military defence, also after military defeat. Fifth, research, not assuming
we already know all the answers.34

One of the important aspects of a peaceful resolution is to focus
on the good elements of a conflict. A popular conception of conflict is
dissociative in nature where the stakeholders encounter divergence
of interests and incompatible actions. Accordingly, in the process of
pursuing the conflict, the stakeholders attempt to injure, eliminate, or
harm the opposition. A contrarian perspective, by Simmel35, highlights
the associative functions of conflict. However, Gandhi’s ideas don’t
function around the binaries of associative and dissociative functions
of conflict. Gandhi’s examination of the nature of the conflict is
primarily around the issues. However, this should not give an idea
that Gandhi holds the lesser priority in investigating the stakeholders
in a conflict. The primacy of focusing on the issues is a good attempt
to bring in the larger aspects of the conflict rather than the individuals
who are involved. Accordingly, it is the principles more than the
personalities in a conflict, according to Gandhi, that need primary
attention in the process towards resolution. In this process, Gandhi
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identifies conflicts as contestations at two levels between persons and
between principles.36 Addressing the issues also helps in understanding
the stakeholders’ values, ideas, ideologies, and demands in a conflict.
Arguably, successfully examining the values and demands also helps
identify the stakeholders. Considering the involvement of distorted
sentiments in overshadowing the real issues, examining the issues
becomes crucial in a conflict resolution process. Hence, Gandhi’s
rejection of violence can also be viewed through the prism of distorted
sentiments. The involvement of violence overshadows the real issues
of the competing parties and does not allow for a meaningful process
toward conflict resolution. On the same line, identifying the
stakeholders who initiate, pursue, and determine the results of a
conflict is also tricky. It is important to mention that the mere
involvement of people does not make them the contenders in a conflict.
Identifying the conflicting parties should not be confused with
excluding them from the peaceful negotiation process. Here, Gandhi’s
ideas of engaging with the actors in a conflict begin with
accommodation and move to a peaceful resolution. Accordingly, unlike
some other positions37, Gandhi does not place accommodation and
peacefulness as two separate processes.

In the process of accommodating the stakeholders and peaceful
negotiations based on the issues, it is important to reason with
Gandhi’s conflict norms. Articulated by Galtung (1992), the first norm
is about enabling a good understanding of a conflict, in terms of its
objectives, issues, stakeholders, and the environment in which it
operates. Such a process facilitates the parties in knowing and making
sense of the positions of the opponents. The second norm stresses the
non-violent means of pursuing conflict. In a conflict context, non-
violence should be engaged through principled and pragmatic
approaches. Emphasizing the aspect of human harmony, the principled
position of non-violence rejects coercion. Similarly, the pragmatic
approach of non-violence holds conflict as ‘normal’ and asserts that
violence is hardly an effective means to challenge power. As Gandhi
suggests, the actors should refrain from violent expressions to harm
or hurt the opponent with words or deeds. Accordingly, non-
cooperation with the evil elements (an important component of a non-
violent approach) should be facilitated by neither an open nor secret
way of functioning by the actors. This is where Gandhi suggests the
two most important elements to facilitate the non-violent behavior of
the actors. They are the willingness to sacrifice (this will be explained
more in the subsequent sections on fraternity) and non-polarization.
A close look into the ongoing conflict between the Meiteis and the
Kukis in Manipur one would find that there is an unwillingness by
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the actor to sacrifice anything for the other and there is a deep-rooted
polarization which restricts the scope for a negotiation leading to
conflict resolution.

The third and final norm in a peaceful conflict resolution is to
ensure a peaceful result at the end of a conflict. To put an end to the
conflict peacefully (read through negotiation), positive social
transformation becomes a key. Grounded on continuous conversation,
the actors should initiate negotiations and agree to themselves and
the opponents. Contrary to this idea of Gandhi, in the process of
dealing with the ethnic conflicts in India, parties hardly engage in
conversations. Moreover, the highhandedness of the powerful party
often coerces the opponent to come to a negotiation space, which
hardly ensures any positive social transformation. The ceasefire
arrangements between the armed groups and the governments3839 are
often through coercive measures.

As mentioned earlier, while Gandhi gives importance to the issues,
he also deeply engages with the actors to achieve a peaceful resolution
of conflict. The Gandhian framework for better engagement between
the conflict actors takes place on multiple levels (person to person;
group to group; and society to society)40. Accordingly, the objective
of integration of the actors, in a conflict resolution process, is to
highlight that there are no restrictions based on gender, caste, race,
and nation to contain all forms of violence. Framed around the larger
objective of integration of humankind, the engagement between the
actors and the subsequent integration process demands ‘compromise’
as a principle to be practiced by everyone, even when all grievances
are addressed and all claims are met. As mentioned before, this would
help achieve positive social transformation. The engagement and
subsequent integration process depends on an important aspect of
compromise. The significant aspect of compromise must be practiced
in principle even when all grievances are addressed, and all claims
are met.

Another aspect of Gandhi’s ideas for peaceful conflict resolution
offers an interesting perspective on the idealistic side of individuals
and their groups.41 Considering the pursuit of human beings to
maximize their interest within a larger collectivity that leads to peaceful
coexistence, Arne Naess42 underlines the following ideas of Gandhi in
this aspect. He holds that there are many common interests of human
beings that, arguably, are the foundations for peaceful coexistence.
Accordingly, expressions of violence are anticipated only from the
opponents who are against humiliation and provocation directed at
them. However, the less a conflict group is likely to resort to violent
expressions, the better it understands the other side’s position. A key
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to initiating a dialogue for conflict resolution is to identify the common
and essential interests of both parties and then it will be possible to
establish cooperation. In that course, one should not be biased and
judgmental, and one should not exploit the weak position of the
opponent. Thus, an element of trust plays an important role. However,
an unwillingness to compromise on non-essentials (what Coser terms
as distorted sentiments)43 decreases the possibility of a peaceful
resolution.44

Along with the conflict norms, the idea of Satyagraha45 also
substantially contributes to the peaceful resolution of conflicts. In the
context of conflict resolution, Satyagraha facilitates reaching out to the
opponents without prejudices. The three main components of
Satyagraha-truth (Satya), non-violence (Ahimsa), and self-suffering
(Tapasya) can be engaged in achieving the objectives of peaceful conflict
resolution. Fairly treating the adversary is the most important aspect
of being truthful. Accordingly, while truth is the ultimate aspect of
ensuring justice, non-violence is the way to achieve it.46 Reflecting on
the inseparable connection between truth and non-violence, Gandhi
says, “Satyagraha is essentially a weapon of the truthful. A Satyagrahi
is pledged to non-violence, and unless people observe it in thought,
word, and deed, I cannot offer mass Satyagraha.47 However, for
Gandhi, when peaceful negotiations and dialogues fail, acts like
patience and sympathy with the opponents can still peacefully resolve
conflict.48 Along with patience and sympathy with the opponents, acts
like moral persuasion and sacrifice also substantially contribute to
peaceful conflict resolution. Gandhian idea of Tapasya- the spirit of
detachment and non-attachment- is an important instrument of conflict
resolution. For Gandhi, only when one is detached from oneself can
she offer non-violent resistance to her opponent.49 In this process, the
acts of moral persuasion are steered by the necessity to be empathetic
to the opponents’ issues and grievances. This means there is a need to
understand the grievances of the parties involved in a conflict without
attributing judgments.

Gandhi’s ideas for peaceful conflict resolution begin with engaging
with the conflict without placing it under the carpet. Stressing the
positive aspects of conflict in terms of allowing the actors to know
each other, Gandhi suggests peaceful engagement, integration, and
connection with the opponents at multiple levels. An important aspect
in this regard is a rejection of negative and assertive identities that
lead to polarization of conflict parties. Gandhi’s ideas for peaceful
conflict resolution do not stop merely at the resolution level. Rather,
it also stresses the conflict resolution process’s result in ensuring
positive social transformation. Accordingly, the main objective ‘is not
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to assert positions, but to create possibilities’.50

Contrary to the above-mentioned ideas for the peaceful resolution
of conflicts, the ethnic conflicts in India are mostly guided by the
assertation of identities that ultimately lead to polarization. The
polarization of the ethnic groups pursues their conflicts with distorted
sentiments with very little focus on the issues. In this process, the
important components of peaceful conflict resolution are missing, such
as being fair to the opponent, engaging with the opponent through
integration, and detachment from one’s demands. While the conflict
parties often refrain from exploring the possibilities for engagement
with each other, assertive positions only contribute to the continuation
of conflict. A lack of fraternal feelings among the groups also induces
polarization among the ethnic groups. As mentioned earlier, the
representative democracy in India, in many ways, also contributes to
majoritarianism and creates a gap between the individuals and the
society and between the social groups. In response to dealing with
the rising polarization (read vertical solidarity) and majoritarian
democracy, Gandhi’s ideas on fraternity and participatory democracy
offer solutions. In the next section, these ideas are discussed.

Gandhian Fraternity and Peaceful Conflict Resolution

Fraternity, among the three formative principles of democracy theory
(liberty, equality, and fraternity), is often considered to be lightweight
and insubstantial. Considering the primacy of citizenship and
individual freedom in a democracy, the principles of liberty and
equality often dominate the discourse. However, in recent years,
attempts have been made to reengage with fraternity’s contemporary
relevance and reinstate it in the literature. Starting from the principled
and popular slogan during the French Revolution, the American War
of Independence, and the drafting of the Indian constitution, the
concept of fraternity keeps appearing in various forms and demands.
In the existing literature, similar-sounding concepts are also used
interchangeably with fraternity. The ideas like ‘associationism’51, ‘trust’
and ‘social capital’52, and volunteerism53 are often used as substitutes
for fraternity. Similarly, fraternity is also understood as civic solidarity,
universal brotherhood, and horizontal solidarity. Going beyond the
sentimental desirability, modern political thinkers like John Rawls54

link fraternity with more tangible ideas of ‘justice’.55 Rawls links
fraternity with ‘justice’ through the ‘difference principle which seems
to correspond to a natural meaning of fraternity: namely the ideas of
not wanting to have greater advantages unless this is to the benefit of
others who are less well off’.56 Accordingly, fraternity, as a viable
political category, has many perspectives.
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In the Indian context, the normative aspects of fraternity operate
in the constitutional, social, political, and legal spheres. In this research
paper, the constitutional aspects of the fraternity are not engaged in
detail. However, it is important to mention that the inclusion of
fraternity in the Indian constitution, along with equality and liberty,
has a strong socio-political base. The issues around which the idea of
fraternity was discussed in the Constituent Assembly of India were:
internationalism; national unity and individual dignity; religious
differences; preservation of the democratic autonomy of the tribals;
abolishment of princely order and the affirmation of the aspirations
and belongingness of the people; against the demand for the separate
electorate for the minorities; against imaginary fears and suspicions
against the majority; against mutual distrust and hostility and; against
casteism. The idea of fraternity in India fundamentally departs from
Western understanding57 by making it more socially constructed than
political. Stressing on the need for engaging with fraternity socially
and in connection with equality and liberty, Ambedkar stated that:

We must make our political democracy a social democracy as well.
Political democracy cannot last unless it lies at the base of its social
democracy. What does social democracy mean? It means a way of life
which recognizes liberty, equality, and fraternity as the principles of
life…..These principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity are not to be
treated as separate items in a trinity in the sense that to divorce one from
the other is to defeat the very purpose of democracy. Liberty cannot be
divorced from equality, equality cannot be divorced from liberty. Nor can
liberty be divorced from fraternity. Without equality, liberty would produce
the supremacy of the few over the many. Equality without liberty would
kill individual initiative. Without fraternity, liberty and equality could
not become a natural course of things. It would require a constable to
enforce them.58

He further mentioned that:

What does fraternity mean? Fraternity means a sense of common
brotherhood of all Indians—of Indians being one people. It is the principle
that gives unity and solidarity to social life. It is a difficult thing to
achieve…[H]ow difficult it is for Indians to think that they are a nation. I
remember the days when politically-minded Indians, resented the
expression ‘the people of India’. They preferred the expression ‘the Indian
nation’. I am of the opinion that in believing that we are a nation, we are
cherishing a great delusion. How can people divided into several
thousands of castes be a nation? The sooner we realize that we are not as
yet a nation in the social and psychological sense of the world, the better
for us. For then only we shall realize the necessity of becoming a nation
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and seriously think of ways and means of realizing the goal. The
realization of this goal is going to be very difficult...In India there are
castes. The castes are anti-national, in the first place, because they bring
about separation in social life. They are anti-national also because they
generate jealousy and antipathy between caste and caste. But we must
overcome all these difficulties if we wish to become a nation in reality.
For fraternity can be a fact only when there is a nation. Without fraternity,
equality, and liberty will be no deeper than coats of paint.59

The primacy of the social in Ambedkar ’s engagement with
democracy and fraternity (read along with equality and liberty) has
some commonality with that of Gandhi’s understanding of liberty
and fraternity. Though Gandhi departs from the Western conception
of fraternity (as a political idea), he also corroborates it with the idea
of the individual as the unit of analysis. However, Gandhi’s
individuality is nuanced from the Western idea of the individual. Unlike
the latter, the former is not merely political. She is social, political
economic, and spiritual in her existence. Accordingly, Gandhi’s idea
of fraternity begins with individual liberty. The individual liberty
here begins with the one who is conscious of her freedom and the
fraternity part comes with her acknowledgment of the freedom of
others. Accordingly, for Gandhi, fraternity is about the extended idea
of appreciating the freedom of others. The fraternal feeling of an
individual enjoying liberty is governed by spirituality and reason.
Gandhi’s concept of Satya-truth can be used here to understand the
interactions between individual liberty and fraternity. Gandhi’s quest
for truth (read in a context of dispute/conflict) allows criticism by the
opponent and the willingness to accept the possibility of one being
wrong and the opponent being right.

However, in a conflictual situation, Gandhi’s ideas for the quest
for truth do not offer any scope for compromising on the principles.
He suggested against resorting to a framework of toleration or
political correctness offered by a neutral state which he says would
lead to mutual indifferences.60 So, the inseparable interactions of liberty
and fraternity through the framework of seeking truth function
through an integrated approach. It is the duty of an individual towards
the self and the duty towards the outer world. Arguably, in a situation
wherein individual liberty is dominated and constrained by group
identities such as caste, religion, sect, and sex, the scope for fraternal
feeling also gets constrained. The assertion of group identity does
not allow very little scope for the individual seeking freedom, let
alone engaging in a conflict with a good intention to know the
opponent. On the other hand, the dominance of group identity
demands solidarity from the individuals (read vertical solidarity) the
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basis of which is not an outcome of reasoning but that of imposition.
This is also true for the functioning of the representative-
parliamentary democracy that India has adopted. In many ways,
revisiting Gandhi’s ideas on participatory democracy and the oceanic
circle offers a good framework for the peaceful resolution of conflicts.

Gandhi’s Participatory Democracy

In the present context, particularly in resolving ethnic conflict, Gandhi’s
ideas on democracy merit an in-depth engagement. Gandhi’s criticism
of Western democracy and his ideas on participatory democracy holds
importance for the peaceful resolution of conflict. The Indian
commentators on Gandhi, have engaged with the participatory
democracy and oceanic circle only through the prism of Swaraj.61

Gandhi’s ideas on democracy begin with criticism of Western
democracy. The Western democracy, for Gandhi, is highly centralized
and has a monopoly on the use of violence. Hence, these large
democracies fail to achieve Swaraj-self-rule. Moreover, these
democracies alienate the individuals and subjugate them. In this
process, they have not been able to integrate nature with democratic
societies (read Gandhi’s idea for the integration of Vyakti (Individual),
Samasti (Collective Social), and Shristi (Nature). On the Western
democracies, Gandhi states that:

A nation that runs its affairs smoothly and effectively without much
state interference is truly democratic. Where such condition is absent,
the form of government is democratic in name.62

Western democracy is on its trial if it has not already proved its failure.
May it not be reserved for India to evolve the true science of democracy
by demonstrating this fitness? Corruption and hypocrisy ought not to be
inevitable products of democracy as they undoubtedly are today, nor
bulk a true test of democracy. …… I hold that forcible methods cannot
evolve democracy. The spirit of democracy cannot be posed without it. It
has to come from within.63

The lack of popular participation in a democracy that is imposed
and comes from outside, Gandhi calls for reconstructing it from within
the self. As mentioned above, one can find the commonality of the
primacy of the self that is present in Gandhi’s ideas on liberty and
fraternity, and that of democracy. Gandhi’s participatory democracy
functions with a concept of the oceanic circle, which presupposes the
flow of democratic power from within and from below in ‘ever-
widening circles’.64 It makes an important case for fraternity
originating from the below with primary (village) communities. The
oceanic circle also assumes multiple Sangam communities exist
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horizontally in accordance with the Bhiachara (brotherhood) tradition.
Fraternity as horizontal solidarity, as mentioned before, substantially
corroborates Gandhi’s idea of an oceanic circle. Accordingly, the
democracy that originates from within and from the below refers to
communities living in widening and horizontal relations. For Gandhi,
the local units (villages) are reformative and are to be reconstituted
through social reformation to ensure development for all. The
relationship between the individual and society in Gandhi’s conception
of democracy is driven by the individual’s independence and its
interdependence with society. However, the relationship based on
independence and interdependence does not suggest that society and
the individual are autonomous of each other.

Gandhi’s ideas of the oceanic circle and participatory democracy
can be extended to the context of ethnic conflict and interactions
between ethnic groups. The ethnic groups in a democratic setup, that
is not imposed from the outside can interact with a relationship of
independence and interdependence. Ethnic groups should not be
governed by a democracy that is imposed, and they also should not
impose on individuals. The growth and development of each of the
ethnic groups can be simultaneous, just like the ever-expanding oceanic
circles. In case of conflicts, the participatory democratic framework
suggests the parties engage in a dialogue. As discussed above,
Gandhi’s idea of Satyagraha comes in handy in cases of conflict and
suggests respect for multiple versions and positions of the conflicting
parties, such as Anekantavad. In the absence of dialogue and recognition
of opponents’ positions, a peaceful resolution of conflicts is hard to
achieve. Conflicts that are not resolved through peaceful means with
positive social transformation are bound to reappear in some form.

Conclusion

To summarize, Gandhi’s ideas for the peaceful resolution of (ethnic)
conflicts begin with a positive intent in engaging with conflict.
Engaging in conflicts allows the conflict parties to know the positions
of the opponent. The process of engagement is driven by truth (Satya),
non-violence (Ahimsa), and self-suffering (Tapasya). For a peaceful
resolution, the conflicting parties should be truthful in terms of being
fair and just to the opponent.  Assertion of self-interests can be
overcome by sacrifice. Stressing the positive social transformation as
the outcome of the conflict resolution process, Gandhi rejects any
room for resorting to violence and violent methods. The other aspects
of Gandhian ideas for peaceful conflict resolution are fraternity and
oceanic circles. For Gandhi, the individual is the unit of analysis that
is governed by reasoning and has an independent and interdependent
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relationship with society. However, they are not autonomous from
each other.

On the contrary, the interactions between ethnic communities are
guided by the assertion of group identities with limited scope for the
individual’s independence. An imposed democracy -both by the state
and by the ethnic groups- induces conflict. Moreover, conflicts are
often put under the carpet without engaging them, leading to the
persistence of conflicts. Contrary to Gandhi’s nonviolent method, the
involvement of coercive measures by the conflict actors and by the
state machinery is an important factor in the reappearing of conflicts
in some form. As the state and civil society organizations’ existing
conflict resolution methods have yielded limited results, revisiting
Gandhi’s ideas for peaceful resolution makes sense.
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