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1. ABSTRACT : 

The relationship between means and ends is an 
important ethical problem in political action. Political leaders 
and movements often justify questionable methods by 
claiming that their objectives are necessary for justice, 
freedom, or social change. Mahatma Gandhi challenged this 
approach by arguing that the means used to achieve an 
objective are closely connected to the nature of the objective 
itself. This paper examines Gandhi’s understanding of means 
and ends and explores how truth, non-violence, and 
satyagraha shape his approach to political action. The study 
uses a qualitative, text-based method, drawing primarily on 
Hind Swaraj and Gandhi’s other writings, supported by established scholarship on his political philosophy. 
It argues that Gandhi’s approach provides an important ethical standard by requiring political actors to 
consider not only what they seek to achieve but also how they pursue it. However, the practical application 
of this principle raises difficult questions when non-violent resistance appears ineffective or when injustice 
demands urgent action. The paper concludes that Gandhi’s theory remains valuable because it challenges 
the assumption that political success alone makes an action morally acceptable, although its application 
requires careful consideration of political circumstances and moral responsibility. 

 
2. KEYWORDS: Mahatma Gandhi, means and ends, political ethics, truth, non-violence, satyagraha, 
political action. 
 
3. INTRODUCTION  

Political movements often begin with a demand for something desirable, such as freedom, 
equality, justice, or independence. However, an important ethical question arises when the methods 
used to achieve these objectives are themselves questionable. Can violence, deception, or the deliberate 
harm of innocent people be justified if the final objective is considered good? Or must political actors 
follow ethical principles even when doing so makes their struggle more difficult? 

This problem is particularly important because political decisions affect the lives and freedoms 
of many people. Leaders may believe that their objectives are so important that ordinary moral 
restrictions should not apply to them. For example, a movement seeking freedom may defend violence 
as necessary for liberation. Although its objective may be just, the methods it adopts can create new 
forms of suffering and domination. 

Mahatma Gandhi offers a distinctive response to this problem. His political philosophy does not 
treat the morality of political methods as a secondary concern. Instead, he argues that means and ends 
are closely connected. A just society cannot be built through methods that contradict the values on 
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which that society should rest. His commitment to truth, non-violence, and satyagraha reflects this 
understanding of political action (Gandhi, 1997). 

Gandhi’s position is important because it challenges the idea that political success is the only 
measure of a movement’s value. At the same time, it raises practical questions. What should people do 
when non-violent methods fail to produce results? Can strict adherence to ethical principles become 
difficult when people face severe oppression? These questions require a critical examination of 
Gandhi’s ideas rather than simple acceptance of them. 

This paper examines Gandhi’s theory of means and ends, focusing on its ethical foundations, 
political application, and limitations. It argues that Gandhi provides a strong framework for evaluating 
political action, but that the practical application of his principles requires careful consideration of 
political circumstances and the consequences of available choices. 
 
4. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The central research question is: 

Can political objectives be morally separated from the methods used to achieve them, and why 
does Gandhi reject this separation? 

 
The study also addresses the following questions: 
1. How does Gandhi understand the relationship between means and ends? 
2. What roles do truth, non-violence, and satyagraha play in his theory of political action? 
3. What practical and ethical difficulties arise when Gandhi’s principles are applied to political 

struggles? 
4. How relevant is Gandhi’s approach to contemporary debates about ethical political action? 
 
5. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  
The objectives of this study are: 
1. To examine Gandhi’s understanding of the relationship between means and ends. 
2. To analyse the role of truth, non-violence, and satyagraha in his political philosophy. 
3. To evaluate the strengths of Gandhi’s approach to ethical political action. 
4. To identify the practical limitations and challenges of applying his principles. 
5. To assess the contemporary relevance of Gandhi’s theory of means and ends. 
 
6. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

This study uses a qualitative and text-based research method. It relies on the interpretation of 
primary writings by Gandhi and relevant secondary literature on his political philosophy. 

The primary source is Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj, which presents his criticism of modern civilisation 
and explains important aspects of his understanding of political struggle. Selected ideas from An 
Autobiography: The Story of My Experiments with Truth and Gandhi’s writings on satyagraha and non-
violence are also considered. 

Secondary sources include academic works by Bhikhu Parekh, Anthony J. Parel, Joan V. 
Bondurant, and Raghavan Iyer. These scholars help explain Gandhi’s political philosophy and provide a 
basis for evaluating its ethical and practical implications. 

The study uses textual interpretation and critical analysis. Gandhi’s arguments are examined to 
understand their reasoning, followed by an assessment of their strengths and limitations. The paper 
does not claim to establish the empirical effectiveness of Gandhian methods through fieldwork or 
statistical evidence. Its conclusions are limited to the philosophical and political arguments supported 
by the texts examined. 
 
7. RESEARCH HYPOTHESIS  
Central hypothesis: Gandhi’s political philosophy treats means and ends as closely connected and 
maintains that the moral quality of political methods is essential to evaluating the objectives they are 
intended to achieve. 
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Supporting hypothesis: Although this approach provides a strong ethical standard for political action, 
applying it can become difficult when political actors face severe injustice, urgent demands, or 
uncertainty about the effectiveness of non-violent methods. 
 
8. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Gandhi’s relationship between means and ends has received considerable attention in political 
thought. Existing scholarship provides different ways of understanding the ethical foundations of his 
political action and the practical difficulties associated with his approach. 

In Hind Swaraj, Gandhi (1997) challenges the assumption that political independence can be 
understood simply as the replacement of foreign rulers by domestic rulers. He argues that the methods 
used in the struggle for freedom matter because political independence alone does not guarantee a just 
society. His criticism of violence and his emphasis on self-rule provide an important foundation for 
understanding his position on means and ends. The text is particularly relevant because it connects 
political objectives with the moral character of political action. 

Iyer (1973), in The Moral and Political Thought of Mahatma Gandhi, examines the ethical 
foundations of Gandhi’s political philosophy. His work helps explain why Gandhi did not treat morality 
as separate from politics. Political action, in this understanding, involves duties and responsibilities that 
cannot be reduced to the pursuit of power. Iyer’s analysis provides a useful basis for examining the 
relationship between Gandhi’s moral commitments and his political methods. 

Bondurant (1958), in Conquest of Violence: The Gandhian Philosophy of Conflict, examines 
satyagraha as a method of confronting conflict. Her analysis is useful because it presents Gandhian non-
violence as a form of active resistance rather than simple passivity. Satyagraha challenges injustice 
while attempting to avoid reproducing the violence and domination that it opposes. This interpretation 
helps explain how Gandhi’s theory of means and ends operates in political practice. 

Parekh (1989), in Gandhi’s Political Philosophy: A Critical Examination, offers a critical 
examination of Gandhi’s political ideas. His work is important for understanding Gandhi as a political 
thinker whose arguments require interpretation and evaluation. It also helps prevent an overly 
idealised reading in which Gandhi’s principles are accepted without examining their tensions or 
limitations. 

Parel (2016), in Pax Gandhiana: The Political Philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi, places Gandhi’s 
political thought within a broader moral framework. Parel explains that Gandhi did not regard politics 
as an isolated activity concerned only with interests and power. Ethical considerations must also shape 
political conduct. This interpretation supports the argument that the choice of means is central to 
Gandhi’s understanding of a desirable political order. 

Taken together, these works establish that Gandhi’s theory of means and ends is not an isolated 
moral claim. It is connected to his wider understanding of political responsibility, non-violent 
resistance, and the character of a just society. The present study brings these themes together by 
examining both the ethical strength of Gandhi’s position and the difficulties involved in applying it to 
political situations where the available choices are limited. It does not claim that this relationship has 
been neglected in existing scholarship; rather, it offers a focused discussion of the tension between 
ethical consistency and practical political demands. 

 
9. MAIN DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS  
9.1. The Problem of Means and Ends in Political Action 

The relationship between means and ends presents a difficult problem because political action 
often involves competing values. A political movement may seek freedom, equality, or justice, but 
achieving these objectives can involve choices that cause harm. The question is whether the importance 
of the final objective makes every method acceptable. 

One approach treats means as instruments for achieving a desired result. According to this view, 
a method may be justified if it produces a sufficiently important outcome. Political leaders may 
therefore defend deception, coercion, or violence by arguing that these actions are necessary to achieve 
a greater good. 
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However, this approach has an important weakness. It may overlook the damage caused by the 
methods themselves. A movement that seeks freedom but relies on intimidation may weaken the 
freedom of those who disagree with it. Similarly, a struggle for equality may reproduce domination if its 
leaders claim unlimited authority in the name of a future just society. 

This does not mean that political decisions can be made without considering consequences. The 
consequences of an action are important. The problem arises when the desired result is treated as 
sufficient justification for any method. Gandhi’s theory challenges precisely this assumption. He insists 
that political actors must consider both the objectives they pursue and the moral character of their 
actions. 
 
9.2. Gandhi’s Understanding of the Relationship Between Means and Ends 

Gandhi’s position rests on the belief that means and ends cannot be separated completely. He 
compares their relationship to that between a seed and a tree. A tree develops from the seed that 
produces it, and its growth is shaped by that beginning. In a similar way, the methods adopted to 
achieve a political objective influence the nature of the result. 

This comparison expresses an important point. Political objectives do not exist independently of 
the actions taken to achieve them. If a movement relies on hatred and coercion, it may create political 
conditions in which hatred and coercion continue after its victory. Removing an oppressive ruler does 
not automatically remove oppressive practices. 

Gandhi’s argument is therefore concerned with more than personal morality. It also concerns 
the organisation of political life. A movement’s methods can shape its leadership, its relationship with 
ordinary people, and the institutions it eventually creates. If leaders become accustomed to using force 
to silence opposition, they may continue to use force when they gain political power. 

In Hind Swaraj, Gandhi challenges the assumption that India would achieve genuine freedom 
simply by replacing British rulers with Indian rulers. He questions whether such a change would be 
sufficient if the new rulers continued to follow the same principles of domination and excessive reliance 
on material power (Gandhi, 1997). His understanding of swaraj therefore includes a moral dimension. 
Political independence must be connected with self-restraint and a change in the way people exercise 
power. 

This argument also explains why Gandhi regarded political struggle as a process that could 
shape the future society. The struggle itself provides an opportunity to practise the values that the 
movement claims to support. If freedom is the objective, political action should respect the dignity and 
agency of people. If justice is the objective, the methods used should not disregard the rights of those 
affected. 

Gandhi’s position does not mean that every action produces exactly the result intended. Political 
outcomes depend on many factors, including the responses of opponents and circumstances beyond the 
control of political actors. His argument is better understood as a warning against assuming that a good 
objective can erase the moral significance of the methods used to pursue it. 
 
9.3. Truth, Non-Violence, and Satyagraha 

Truth and non-violence are central to Gandhi’s understanding of ethical political action. They 
help explain why he places limits on the methods that political actors may use. 

For Gandhi, truth is not merely the avoidance of deliberate lies. It is connected with the search 
for what is right and the willingness to examine one’s own beliefs. Human beings may sincerely believe 
that they are correct and still misunderstand a situation. This creates a reason for humility in political 
action. A person who recognises the possibility of error should be cautious about forcing others to 
accept their position. 

This understanding has political importance. Political movements often present their objectives 
as unquestionably correct. When leaders believe that they possess the whole truth, they may treat 
disagreement as a threat that must be suppressed. Gandhi’s emphasis on truth challenges this attitude 
by placing moral responsibility on those who act as well as those who oppose them. 
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Non-violence provides a practical expression of this ethical commitment. Gandhi did not 
understand non-violence as simply remaining passive in the face of injustice. He developed satyagraha 
as a method of resistance that seeks to confront wrongdoing without deliberately using violence as its 
principal instrument. 

Bondurant (1958) explains satyagraha as a distinctive approach to conflict. It involves 
resistance, discipline, and a willingness to accept personal suffering rather than simply transferring 
suffering to an opponent. Its purpose is not merely to defeat another person but to challenge an unjust 
situation while preserving the possibility of moral change. 

This approach connects directly with the relationship between means and ends. If the objective 
is to establish a more just political order, the struggle should not depend entirely on methods that 
reproduce injustice. Satyagraha attempts to make the process of resistance consistent with the values it 
seeks to promote. 

However, non-violence should not be confused with weakness or an absence of political 
pressure. Peaceful resistance can disrupt ordinary political arrangements and place significant pressure 
on those exercising power. Its distinctiveness lies in the attempt to apply that pressure without treating 
violence against opponents as an acceptable method. 

Gandhi’s approach therefore challenges the idea that political effectiveness should be the only 
test of political action. The methods used must also be examined in terms of their ethical character and 
their likely influence on the future political order. 
 
9.4. The Practical and Ethical Challenges of Gandhi’s Position 

Although Gandhi’s theory provides a clear ethical direction, its application raises difficult 
questions. One major problem concerns situations in which non-violent resistance appears ineffective. 
If an oppressive authority refuses to respond to peaceful protest, should those suffering injustice 
continue to rely on non-violent methods? 

Gandhi’s position requires political actors to resist injustice without abandoning their ethical 
commitments. Yet the ability to sustain such resistance may depend on circumstances. People facing 
immediate physical danger, extreme repression, or the destruction of their livelihoods may have limited 
opportunities to organise effective non-violent action. The costs of continued resistance may also fall 
unevenly on different groups. 

A second difficulty concerns the responsibility to protect others. Suppose a political actor must 
choose between using force to prevent immediate harm and refusing force because of a commitment to 
non-violence. The decision involves more than personal moral discipline. It also raises questions about 
responsibility towards people who may suffer if action is delayed. 

Gandhi’s writings recognise that non-violence requires courage and disciplined action, but his 
ethical approach does not remove every difficulty involved in making such decisions. His principles 
provide a standard for evaluating conduct; they do not necessarily produce an easy answer for every 
emergency. 

Another challenge concerns the possibility of disagreement over what counts as a just objective. 
Political groups may sincerely believe that their aims are necessary for justice while holding opposing 
views about the rights of others. A commitment to morally acceptable means cannot, by itself, settle 
every disagreement about the objective being pursued. 

Parel’s (2016) interpretation of Gandhi’s political philosophy helps place these questions within 
a wider moral framework. Gandhi’s approach does not treat politics as a field in which the pursuit of 
power should operate independently of ethical responsibility. Nevertheless, the relationship between 
moral principles and practical political decisions remains complex. 

These difficulties do not automatically disprove Gandhi’s theory. A principle may remain 
valuable even when applying it requires difficult judgments. However, they show that political actors 
must consider the seriousness of the injustice, the options available, the likely consequences of their 
actions, and the responsibilities they have towards others. Gandhi’s theory is most useful when treated 
as a demanding ethical framework rather than as a formula that resolves every political dilemma. 
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9.5. Contemporary Relevance of Gandhi’s Theory 
Gandhi’s theory remains relevant to political protest and resistance against injustice. 

Contemporary movements often face the same question that concerned Gandhi: whether an important 
objective justifies the methods used to achieve it. 

Consider a movement seeking political or social reform. Its members may face frustration when 
authorities ignore peaceful demands. Some may conclude that intimidation or violence is necessary to 
produce change. Gandhi’s approach asks them to consider whether these methods could damage the 
values that the movement seeks to establish. 

The argument is also relevant when political leaders justify questionable actions in the name of 
national interest or public welfare. A desirable objective does not remove the need to examine the 
treatment of individuals, the use of power, and the consequences of political decisions. 

However, applying Gandhi’s ideas today does not mean assuming that every peaceful protest is 
effective or that every political situation can be resolved through the same method. Political 
circumstances differ, and non-violent action may face serious obstacles. The continuing value of 
Gandhi’s theory lies in the demand that political actors examine their methods rather than treating 
success as sufficient justification. 

His approach also encourages movements to consider the kind of political relationships they 
create during their struggle. If a movement seeks a more democratic society, it should examine whether 
its own practices allow disagreement, respect individual dignity, and discourage the misuse of 
authority. 

 
9.6. Critical Evaluation: Strengths and Limitations 

The main strength of Gandhi’s theory is that it places ethical responsibility at the centre of 
political action. It challenges the assumption that a desirable objective makes every method acceptable. 
This is important because political movements can become so focused on victory that they overlook the 
harm caused by their own actions. 

His theory also draws attention to the long-term effects of political methods. The habits 
developed during a struggle may influence how power is exercised after victory. A movement that 
normalises coercion may find it difficult to establish a political order based on freedom and mutual 
respect. Gandhi’s approach therefore encourages political actors to consider the relationship between 
their present conduct and their future objectives. 

A further strength is its understanding of resistance as an active political process. Satyagraha 
does not require people to accept injustice silently. It provides a method of opposing wrongdoing while 
attempting to avoid reproducing the violence associated with it (Bondurant, 1958). 

Nevertheless, the theory faces practical limitations. Non-violent resistance may not produce 
immediate results, and those who suffer under oppression may reasonably question how long they 
should wait for change. The demand for moral consistency can also become difficult when political 
actors must respond to immediate threats or protect vulnerable people. 

Another limitation is that Gandhi’s approach does not eliminate disagreements about 
consequences. Even when political actors accept the importance of ethical means, they may disagree 
about which actions are justified under particular circumstances. The relationship between means and 
ends therefore requires continued moral judgment rather than automatic application of a single rule. 

It is also important not to confuse criticism of Gandhi’s approach with proof that it has no 
practical value. The difficulty of applying a principle does not necessarily make the principle wrong. 
Instead, it shows the need to examine the conditions under which it can guide political action 
effectively. 

Overall, Gandhi’s theory is strongest as a challenge to the idea that political success excuses 
every method. Its limitations become clearer when it is expected to provide a simple answer to every 
emergency or conflict. It offers a demanding ethical standard, but political actors must still judge how to 
apply that standard responsibly in specific circumstances. 
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10. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
The analysis supports the central hypothesis that Gandhi treats means and ends as closely 

connected. His political philosophy challenges the assumption that a desirable objective can justify any 
method used to achieve it. Political methods are morally important not only because of the immediate 
harm they may cause but also because they can influence the character of the political order that 
follows. 

The study also finds that truth, non-violence, and satyagraha are central to Gandhi’s 
understanding of ethical political action. Truth encourages moral reflection and recognition of human 
fallibility. Non-violence places limits on the use of force, while satyagraha provides a method of active 
resistance against injustice. 

At the same time, the analysis supports the subsidiary hypothesis that Gandhi’s approach faces 
practical challenges. Political actors may encounter situations in which peaceful resistance appears 
ineffective or where urgent action is necessary to protect others. These difficulties show that ethical 
political action requires judgment and attention to circumstances. 

The main contribution of the study is to highlight the tension between ethical consistency and 
practical political demands. Gandhi’s theory does not remove this tension, but it prevents political 
actors from ignoring it. His approach encourages them to examine not only whether their objectives are 
desirable but also whether their methods respect the values they claim to defend. 

 
11. CONCLUSION  

Gandhi’s theory of means and ends challenges one of the central assumptions of political action: 
that a good objective can justify any method used to achieve it. He argues that political methods are not 
merely instruments that can be discarded once the objective has been achieved. They influence the 
character of political struggle and can shape the society that emerges from it. 

Truth, non-violence, and satyagraha express this understanding of political responsibility. 
Together, they offer an approach to resistance that seeks to challenge injustice without abandoning 
ethical limits. Gandhi’s theory therefore asks political actors to consider both the justice of their 
objectives and the morality of their methods. 

However, the theory also faces genuine difficulties. Severe oppression, urgent threats, and 
uncertainty about the effectiveness of non-violent resistance can make its application challenging. 
These limitations should be acknowledged rather than ignored. 

The central lesson is not that political action can always avoid difficult choices. It is that the 
importance of a political objective should not end the moral examination of the methods used to pursue 
it. Gandhi’s theory remains valuable because it insists that political success must be judged alongside 
ethical responsibility. 

 
12. SUGGESTIONS OR RECOMMENDATIONS  
1. Ethical evaluation of political methods: Political movements and leaders should assess the moral 

acceptability of their methods rather than judging actions only by their immediate results. 
2. Greater attention to non-violent resistance: Political organisations should consider peaceful 

protest, civil disobedience, negotiation, and other non-violent methods when responding to 
injustice. 

3. Consistency between objectives and conduct: Movements seeking freedom, equality, or justice 
should examine whether their internal practices reflect the values they publicly defend. 

4. Careful judgment in difficult circumstances: Ethical principles should guide political decisions, 
but their application should also consider immediate threats, the protection of vulnerable people, 
and the consequences of available choices. 

5. Critical engagement with Gandhi’s ideas: Political education and academic research should 
examine both the strengths and limitations of Gandhian political ethics instead of treating his ideas 
as either unquestionable truths or impractical ideals. 
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