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M. K. Gandhi has been the subject of a wide range of recent scholarly atten-
tion, especially since the centenary of his anticolonial manifesto, Hind Swaraj 
(loosely, “Indian Self-Rule”), in 2009. The recuperation of “the Mahatma” 
(“great soul”) marks an academic shift, especially in South Asian area studies 
towards political theory and intellectual history (in the wake, perhaps, of sub-
altern studies and certain strains of postcolonial critique). This recuperation 
of Gandhi’s philosophical and political vision has also coincided with the 
national success of the far right in India, and so it represents a battle between 
Hindu nationalism (“Hindutva”) and the academic left over Gandhi’s alleged 
intellectual descendants.

Gandhi is a welcome figure to the expanding canon of political theory. 
Anthony Parel’s excellent edition of Hind Swaraj, published in 2006 as part of 
Cambridge University Press’s “Texts in Modern Politics,” moved the antico-
lonial writer from a generally respected but largely esoteric thinker to the sta-
tus of political philosopher in the US and UK academic world (Gandhi has 
always been treated like a political philosopher, albeit contentiously, in the 
Indian academy). Under the rubrics of universalist philosophy rather than par-
ticularist activism, Gandhi’s “non-violence” (ahimsa) is not merely the name 
of a political technique, but rather a theory of postcolonial egalitarianism.

Ajay Skaria’s Unconditional Equality: Gandhi’s Religion of Resistance 
follows in this line of inquiry, placing Gandhi in the company of Arendt, 
Benjamin, and Derrida (among others) in order to illuminate the radical egal-
itarianism at the heart of Gandhian thought. This claim alone is not new. It 
has been made in various forms, most notably by Ritu Birla, Faisal Devji, 
Leela Gandhi, Isabel Hofmeyr, Shruti Kapila, Aishwary Kumar, and Karuna 
Mantena. Skaria’s formulation of Gandhian political philosophy—“surrender 
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without subordination”—is the first to clarify simultaneously the stakes and 
means by which such radical postcolonial egalitarianism might be achieved.

To recall, briefly: in order to achieve “proper” independence from British 
rule, Gandhi argued that Indians should commit themselves to ethical and polit-
ical self-cultivation rooted in non-violent resistance to colonial power. This 
self-cultivation, achieved on a large scale, would result in a radically different 
form of community than that of the European nation-state. Whereas violent 
resistance replicates the exact forms of dominance present in imperial rule, 
non-violent resistance reveals the inherent violence and hierarchy of the colo-
nizing project. Non-violence, concerned less with peace per se and more about 
the disavowal of violence, is a practice of risking death. In risking death, the 
non-violent activist makes herself radically open to the other, and therefore 
offers a model of ethical and political egalitarianism. Gandhi revisited these 
projects, in various spiritual, ethical, and political iterations, across a long pub-
lic career. They appear, most notably, in Hind Swaraj (1909), Satyagraha in 
South Africa (1928), An Autobiography (1929), and lectures on the Bhagavad 
Gita (edited by Madadev Gandhi as The Gita According to Gandhi, 1946).

As with any political theorist, Gandhi brings his own terms with him. 
Borrowed or invented from Sanskrit, they take on new philosophical force in 
Gandhi’s writing. Skaria is not alone in drawing out the stakes of these terms, 
but his philological attention is one of the forces of the book. Swaraj, which 
is generally left untranslated, literally means “self-rule,” though already on 
second glance, questions begin to proliferate: who is this “self” (swa) which 
is yet to exist, and what is the “rule” (raj) that she is expected to enact or 
embody (chapter 2, “Between Two and Three”)? Satyagraha, a Gandhian 
neologism, translates roughly as “soul-force” or “passive resistance,” though 
satya is “truth” and graha generally indicates overwhelming power or total 
possession; Gandhi’s curious slippage from “truth” to “soul” in his transla-
tion suggests an ontological question, which is rendered in starker terms in 
satyagrahi, a person who attempts to cultivate (though likely never achieves) 
“soul-force.” Ahimsa means “non-violence,” but with an etymological 
emphasis on the prefix “non” (a); Gandhi’s writings make it clear that, prop-
erly conceived as ahimsa, non-violence always retains its proximity to vio-
lence (himsa) rather than to peace (shanti). Gandhi wrestles with these 
definitional questions throughout his career and scholars have generally fol-
lowed his perambulations as they appear in their English translation (Gandhi 
translated Hind Swaraj himself and oversaw the translations of his other 
works from Gujarati to English). Skaria, working between Gujarati and 
English sources, is able to move more adeptly through the metaphors that 
adhere to Gandhi’s terminology, as well as their relationship to Gandhi’s very 
peculiar interpretation of the Gita.
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Over the course of specific examples, Skaria tracks what he identifies as 
the “unconditional equality” of satyagraha: the relinquishing of one’s own 
sovereignty without yielding to another’s. It is a practice rooted in unknow-
ability (one cannot be sure if one has attained satyagraha), and self-surrender 
(one cannot be sovereign over even oneself; one must be “seized”). But it is 
also obstinately forceful: it is “surrender without subordination,” in Skaria’s 
words, but without surrendering the truth (satya) of God, and without dis-
avowing the inherent truth of radical non-violence, compassion, and equality 
(chapter 6, “Daya Otherwise”). Prefiguring Derrida’s essays on hospitality, 
the satyagrahi is to forgive to the point of oblivion, but cannot forgive the 
“unforgivable” and cannot know what is unforgivable (chapter 9, “The 
Extreme Limit of Forgiveness”). The satyagrahi must be “gripped by” non-
possession (aparigraha), risking death or murder (but only in “non-sover-
eign” ways). The satyagrahi must attempt to reduce oneself to the level of the 
cipher (chapter 8, “Ciphering the Satyagrahi”)—and thus be less than but 
also equal to the untouchable, the woman, and the even non-human. Gandhian 
equality is “unconditional” because it is aneconomic: it is surrender without 
guarantees and it cannot be measured (chapter 4, “The Impossible Gift of 
Fearlessness, for Example”). For Skaria (somewhat generously to his sub-
ject), that Gandhi so frequently claimed to know when to forgive, when he 
was “gripped” and “seized,” and when he should fast (that is, surrender his 
own body to hunger), is not a contradiction but rather a fairly standard 
Gandhian announcement of the fact that he had not yet attained satyagraha.

Skaria repeatedly uses, though without foregrounding, the word “relin-
quish” as the primary task of the satyagrahi. Like the practice of “surrender 
without subordination,” relinquishment implies the primary possession that 
is given up, disavowed, abdicated, or sacrificed (chapter 7, “The Sacrifice of 
the Gita”). As Skaria reminds us, it is primarily the warrior (kshatriya, which 
is also an upper caste) who can begin to know ahimsa, and thus possible 
satyagraha: non-violence is an intimacy with violence, a “death without kill-
ing”—though it does not foreclose the possibility of ending life (chapter 3, 
“The Warrior’s Soverign Gift”). Considered this way, Skaria demonstrates 
that Gandhian resistance is the assertion of extreme power renounced rather 
than power sought. (This is what leads Gandhi to take unfortunate stances on 
caste and gender throughout his work: he is unable to theorize from a place 
of lived subordination, and additionally failed to recognize the actual policy 
implications of his philosophical experiments.) For Skaria, satyagraha is 
renunciation ad infinitum but without attenuation (Afterward, “The Miracle 
of the Gift”), in direct contrast to Gandhi’s more “revolutionary” anticolonial 
counterparts, like Bhagat Singh (about whom Simona Sawhney, Chris Moffat, 
Kama Maclean, and I have variously written), who welcomed death and 
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martyrdom. For Gandhi, Skaria argues, martyrdom was a form of sovereignty 
whereby death was justification by “ends”; the satyagrahi has “pure faith” in 
“pure means.”

One of Skaria’s most important provocations is to resituate the religious-
ness at the core of Gandhian philosophy. This analysis runs throughout the 
book, but is clearest in chapter 1 on “secular theology”; chapter 5 on Gandhi’s 
radicalization of the Burkean conservative tradition; and chapters 7 and 8, on 
Gandhi’s relationship to the Gita. This is a welcome and necessary interven-
tion. Some scholars working on Gandhi’s philosophical thought have dis-
cussed the metaphysical aspects of his work, but on the whole, we have tended 
to avoid the overt Hinduism at the center of Gandhi’s writing. This is an under-
standable practice in an age of virulent Hindu nationalism for which Gandhi’s 
specter is a surprisingly empowering force. To be clear, Gandhi was staunchly 
against Hindutva; his assassin was a member of a Hindutva organization. But 
Gandhi was a religious Hindu, who took seriously Hinduism and its textual 
traditions. Academics rightly eager to avoid Hindu nationalism have blanched 
the Hinduism out of Gandhi. We carefully tread around (or ignore altogether) 
his writings on the Gita, which are actually quite central to his theories of 
dharma (as Faisal Devji has brilliantly argued), ahimsa, and satyagraha.

Skaria’s argument is not that Gandhi was religious, nor is his argument 
that Gandhi’s political theoretical writings are indebted to Hindu tradition. 
The former is a claim that requires no extensive elaboration; the latter is dan-
gerously inaccurate and ahistorical. “Hindu tradition” was, in the early twen-
tieth century (no less so than it is now), a concept under intense scrutiny and 
debate. Gandhi’s writings on the Gita are not a sustained engagement with 
Hinduism, but a radical reinterpretation of what Hinduism was, is, and could 
be: in short, Gandhi’s “Hinduism” was, as the subtitle of Unconditional 
Equality makes clear, a “religion of resistance.” Gandhian political theory is 
inseparable from Gandhian religious hermeneutics, and Gandhi’s religious 
self-cultivation is inseparable from Gandhi’s intellectual and political self-
cultivation, from the 1890s to the 1940s.

There is obvious appeal in claiming Gandhi as a political theorist equal to 
his European and North American contemporaries, but the task cannot be as 
straightforward as simply aligning him with Arendt and Derrida. Arendt was 
a political theorist and wrote as one. Gandhi was a rigorous thinker, but he 
was also a politician, activist, and—quite often (and knowingly)—an on-
brand alibi for the unpleasant pragmatics of Indian state-building. 
Alternatively, one might locate Gandhi within the lineage he declared for 
himself—a proudly promiscuous assortment of late-Victorian and anti-mod-
ern utopianism—rather than the “sophisticated” inheritance of Kantian cri-
tique. Finally, recuperating Gandhi as a philosopher remains a messy task 
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because we have no clear protocols for accounting for Gandhian acts: his 
repeated fasting, his vegetarianism, and his celibacy. Admittedly, Gandhi 
foregrounded the physicality of his own body and bodily acts as articulating 
the philosophy he wrote down—but are these acts philosophically equivalent 
to Hind Swaraj? Moreover, comparing the performance of Gandhi’s fast to 
Derrida’s writings on democracy runs a number of risks: elevating a political 
stunt to the level of “philosophy”; repeating the noxious comparison of 
European “minds” to colonial “bodies”; or suggesting that Gandhi’s refusal 
to eat unto death was “egalitarian” when, as his critics have pointed out, it 
was often a way of refusing to participate in egalitarian debate altogether.

Unconditional Equality runs afoul of some of these issues, but is not alone 
in doing so, and scholars working on Gandhi will continue to face these 
issues. Skaria’s archive is seemingly unbounded and undifferentiated, and his 
(and our) desire to equate Gandhi to his canonical colleagues occasionally 
runs counter to Gandhi’s own citations. Because Gandhi was not a profes-
sional political theorist, he was much less concerned with making sense. No 
doubt that religion—an appeal to what Skaria provocatively identifies as 
“pure faith”—undergirds this. Indeed, some of Gandhi’s most intellectually 
capacious moments are those where he has tied himself into philosophical 
knots, or simply abandoned logical argument altogether. Gandhi writes in his 
Autobiography, for example, of how his vow of vegetarianism in London 
makes no sense: “please,” he argues to a friend who urges him to eat meat, 
“give me up as foolish.” Skaria is understandably keen to argue for the philo-
sophical importance of the “vow” (and does so compellingly), but what if we 
focused instead on Gandhi’s insistence that he be illogical, nonsensical, and 
misguided? Gandhi was unafraid of being wrong, and he frequently was; his 
favorite debates were most often the ones he lost. His views of women, caste, 
and Islam were devastatingly incorrect, and in ways that have had long-last-
ing consequences in South Asia. Unconditional Equality is at its strongest 
and most vibrant when Skaria lets Gandhi get caught in his own muck, or 
when Skaria is reluctant to solve the contradictions of Gandhian philosophy.

Fortunately, Gandhi often changed his mind. One of the most important 
contributions that Skaria makes to the field of Gandhiana (so named by his 
archive at a library in New Delhi) is to free him from lifelong philosophical 
cohesion that has been often imposed on him. Much scholarly work assumes 
a consistency to Gandhi’s philosophy, and so it is refreshing and illuminat-
ing when Skaria tracks the long and circuitous development of key terms—
especially ahimsa and satyagraha—over the course of Gandhi’s life. Skaria’s 
skills as both a historian and a critical theorist means that he is able to offer 
a more complex account of Gandhi’s anticolonial philosophy than we have 
heretofore possessed.


