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Abstract

This article analyses Jirgen Habermas’ and Mahatma Gandhi’s
contributions to the theory and practice of reaching a consensus from a
political and moral standpoint. According to Habermas’s deliberative
democracy model, which is based on communicative rationality and
discourse ethics, consensus is the result of inclusive, free, and
reasonable discourse in which every participant has an equal voice.
Gandhi, on the other hand, emphasizes satyagraha (truth-force), ahimsa
(non-violence), and moral persuasion as the foundation for group
decision-making, incorporating ethical and spiritual elements into the
process of reaching a consensus. Through a comparative analysis, this
paper contends that Gandhi enhances the discourse by incorporating
moral and spiritual commitments into the process, so addressing the
ethical depth of political life, whereas Habermas provides a procedural
framework for rational consensus. The study also examines the
applicability of both strategies in modern multicultural cultures when
reaching an agreement is hampered by division and conflict. This paper
offers a sophisticated consensus-building approach that is both
normatively sound and practically feasible for democratic governance
in the twenty-first century by fusing Gandhian moral praxis with
Habermasian proceduralism.
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Introduction:

The foundational theory regarding the contributions of Habermas and Gandhi to
consensus building from moral and political viewpoints asserts that consensus is a
complex process that integrates rational deliberation with ethical transformation.
Habermas’s discourse ethics provides procedural legitimacy through
communicative action, while Gandhi’s satyagraha incorporates moral persuasion
through non-violence and truth-seeking, together presenting a combined
framework for conflict resolution in varied societies without the use of coercion or
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domination. This primary theory, inferred from the article title, emphasizes
consensus building as both a political strategy for democratic integration and a
moral pursuit that validates claims of truth, rightness, and sincerity in
intersubjective interactions, opposing the instrumentalization of social relations in
modernity while promoting empathetic solidarity within pluralism. Habermas and
Gandhi share similarities in their collective repudiation of strategic rationality and
power-centric politics, instead promoting voluntary consensus through dialogue.
Both critique the “scientization of politics” and endorse a consensual
communitarian truth that enables participants to collaboratively establish norms?.
Pantham underscores this parallel, asserting that “both Gandhi and Habermas reject
the scientization of politics, advocating for the establishment of a political sphere
by the populace through communicative action or satyagraha,” highlighting their
shared vision of politics as a domain of mutual comprehension rather than
manipulation.

Furthermore, both underscore participatory agency, with Habermas’s concept of
the ideal speech situation corresponding to Gandhi’s advocacy for open dialogue
and tolerance. As Shaikh observes: “Discussion, exchange of views,
comprehension of opposing perspectives, tolerance, and expression of opinion are
integral to democratic political processes in Gandhi’s perspective.” They are thus
fundamental principles of deliberative democracy”?. This convergence pertains to
their deontological emphasis on means rather than ends, wherein Habermas’s
principle of universalization necessitates impartial norm-testing, resonating with
Gandhi’s ahimsa as a non-violent approach to truth that honours the dignity of
adversaries, thus fostering moral consensus through common ethical frameworks.
Giri asserts that “Gandhi’s dialogical method surpasses Habermasian‘discourse
ethics’ by emphasizing mutual love, reverence, and care,” while recognizing the
common objective of overcoming self-interested pursuits for social harmony?.
Nonetheless, differences emerge in their epistemological and practical
orientations: Habermas’s framework is primarily cognitive and procedural, based
on a thought experiment of rational argumentation in ideal conditions, potentially
neglecting emotional or cultural subtleties, while Gandhi’s satyagraha embodies
direct action that combines spiritual self-purification and suffering to facilitate
conversion, bridging the theory-practice divide in practical struggles. Pantham
contrasts, stating, “Habermas’ practical discourse is primarily a thought
experiment, whereas Gandhi’s satyagraha represents a form of direct action that
disrupts the theory-practice dichotomy,” demonstrating that Gandhi’s
methodology is more adaptable to context, integrating non-rational components
such as love and empathy, which are lacking in Habermas’s rigid rationality®.

Moreover, Habermas’s framework presupposes symmetry in discursive abilities,
which may marginalize underrepresented voices in heterogeneous contexts,
whereas Gandhi’s approach fosters inclusive participation via grassroots non-
violence. As Shaikh critiques, Habermas isn’t flexible about the ways through
which people can participate in deliberative procedures. Theoretical constraints

32 © 2026 Vidyasagar University Publication Division, Vidyasagar University, Midnapore



Volume 28 : 2025-2026

Journal of Philosophy and the Life-world

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.62424/IPLW.2026.28.00.04

arise when the notion of individuals engaging in democratic processes beyond
elections is disregarded. This disparity is also evident politically, as Habermas
emphasizes formal public spheres for will-formation, whereas Gandhi advocates
for decentralized village assemblies that integrate morality into daily consensus,
directly addressing power imbalances. Verbeek contends that Gandhi’s
amalgamation of religion and politics contests Habermas’s post-secular translation
criteria, advocating for a more comprehensive moral involvement, asserting that
“those who claim that religion has no connection to politics are ignorant of the
essence of religion,” thereby emphasizing Gandhi’s extensive inclusivity®. This
theory’s significance in contemporary politics is substantial, as global issues such
as populist polarization, communal violence, and ecological crises necessitate
consensus mechanisms that integrate rational legitimacy with moral
transformation, allowing societies to address identity divides and systemic
inequalities through deliberative non-violence that opposes authoritarianism and
promotes sustainable solidarity.

Levine advocates for the utilization of controversial yet nonviolent social
movements to stimulate societal discourse and establish free spaces for
deliberation inside these movements, using Gandhi to enhance Habermas’s
theories during periods of authoritarian resurgence. In postcolonial contexts, the
theory’s hybridity fosters decolonized democracy, wherein Habermas’s
universalism protects against relativism, and Gandhi’s ahimsa alleviates cultural
erasure. As Shaikh asserts, “Gandhi can be referred to as the torch bearer for a
deliberative form of democracy... that do not consider deliberative practices as
intrinsic to the overall health of democracy”®, which is crucial for tackling
contemporary challenges such as digital misinformation and social fragmentation.
In terms of theoretical relevance, Gandhi’s methodology demonstrates superior
applicability in today’s tumultuous environments, characterized by emotional and
cultural disputes that frequently resist pure rationality. His approach provides
pragmatic tools for fostering grassroots consensus in diverse and unequal societies
through its focus on empathy and action. Conversely, while Habermas’s procedural
rigor is essential for institutional stability, it may seem abstract and less adaptable
without the enhancement of Gandhian principles. Pantham posits the necessity of
incorporating direct moral practice to connect theory with reality. Shaikh
emphasizes that “the major point of divergence... is regarding the idea of the
application,” suggesting that Gandhi’s contextual adaptability is more appropriate
for contemporary hybrid democracies confronting feasibility issues in deliberative
principles’.

Habermas: Rational Communication and Discourse Ethics

Habermas’s contributions to consensus-building via rational communication and
discourse ethics establish a foundational framework for comprehending moral and
political deliberation in contemporary, pluralistic societies, where varied interests
and values require a procedural approach to legitimacy instead of substantive
impositions. Central to Habermas’s philosophy is the theory of communicative
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action, which differentiates between strategic action—aimed at success through
manipulation or power—and communicative action, which pursues mutual
understanding and consensus through the intersubjective validation of claims
regarding truth, normative correctness, and expressive authenticity. Habermas
asserts that “Reaching understanding is the inherent telos of human speech,”
highlighting that rational discourse inherently seeks uncoerced consensus, wherein
participants align their actions through the “unforced force of the better argument”
rather than through external compulsion®. This distinction is crucial for consensus
building, as it asserts that authentic social integration arises from dialogical
processes that emphasize rationality rather than instrumental objectives, countering
the pathologies of modernity where systemic media such as money and
administrative power encroach upon the lifeworld—the realm of shared cultural
meanings and interpersonal relationships. In this setting, rational communication
acts as a safeguard against distortion, promoting a public sphere where varied
voices can participate in critical discourse to shape collective wills, as illustrated
in Habermas’s critique of functionalist reason that diminishes participatory
democracy. William Rehg, elucidating this framework, asserts that “discourse
ethics derives its normative force from the ideal of a communicative community
where all have an equal voice,” emphasizing how rational discourse converts
individual viewpoints into collectively justified norms®.

Habermas’s discourse ethics, grounded in communicative action, formalizes the
moral aspect of consensus formation by asserting that valid norms must arise from
practical discourses that include all affected parties, conducted under conditions
resembling a “ideal speech situation,” defined by symmetry, openness, and absence
of domination. The discourse principle posits that “only those norms can be
deemed valid that receive (or could receive) the approval of all affected parties as
participants in practical discourse,” thereby guaranteeing that moral legitimacy
arises from inclusive rational deliberation rather than from arbitrary authority or
tradition®. The universalization principle stipulates that “for a norm to be valid,
the anticipated consequences and side effects of its general observance on the
satisfaction of everyone’s interests (which must be preferred to those of known
alternative regulatory possibilities) must be freely acceptable to all affected,” thus
facilitating impartiality in moral reasoning!. This procedural ethic, influenced by
Kantian deontology and reoriented dialogically, transitions moral justification
from individual reflection to intersubjective discourse, where consensus is not
simply a collection of preferences but a rationally grounded agreement that
honours the autonomy of each participant. Thomas McCarthy notes, “Instead of
deeming any maxim I can will to be a universal law as valid for all, | must present
my maxim to others for discursive examination of its claim to universality,”
highlighting the democratizing transformation in Habermas’s methodology that
renders moral consensus a collective pursuit'?. This approach handles pluralism
from a moral standpoint by offering a cognitivist interpretation of ethics, wherein
moral assertions are amenable to rational assessment similar to truth claims,
facilitating consensus despite value conflicts without descending into relativism or
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skepticism.

Habermas applies discourse ethics to deliberative democracy, wherein rational
conversation in the public realm legitimizes laws and institutions through
continuous processes of opinion and will formation. He contends that “the public
sphere is a network for conveying information and perspectives... the channels of
communication are, in turn, filtered and synthesized to form cohesive bundles of
topic-specific public opinions,” demonstrating how consensus-building functions
as a circulatory system that converts communicative power into administrative
power while maintaining normative integrity'®. This “two-track” model
distinguishes between the informal public sphere, which includes civil society,
media, and everyday discourse, and formal institutions such as parliaments,
ensuring that political decisions are based on rationally attained agreements rather
than elite domination or populist manipulation. Lasse Thomassen articulates that
“in the political realm, discourse ethics enhances democratic legitimacy by
ensuring that laws and policies result from rational discourse,” thus connecting
moral universalism with democratic particularity'®. Critiques of this model
underscore potential limitations; for example, Erin Kelly questions whether the
formal rules of discourse are adequate for achieving substantive consensus,
asserting that “the observance of Alexy’s rules does not ensure an agreement under
those conditions (in practical discourse), much less that such an agreement would
be reasonable,” indicating a necessity for additional ethical commitments to
encourage participation in diverse societies'®. Cristina Lafont similarly critiques
Habermas’s approach to religious pluralism in public deliberation, asserting that
his model necessitates “democratic citizens to translate religious reasons into
secular terms to ensure accessibility in public discourse,” which may impose
unequal burdens but ultimately enhances consensus by promoting mutual
translatability?®,

Habermas’s focus on rational reconstruction enhances consensus building by
revealing the underlying “know-how” of communicative competence, converting
quotidian practices into explicit normative standards that direct moral and political
action. He characterizes this approach as transforming the implicit ‘know how’ of
participants into explicit ‘know that,” so facilitating the falsifiable hypothesis-
testing of speech norms in practical contexts!’. This method addresses allegations
of utopianism by anchoring goals in the pragmatic assumptions of language use,
where performative contradictions—such as opposing discourse rules while
utilizing them—expose their inevitability. Kenneth Baynes supports this assertion,
contending that Habermas’s theory “compensates for the loss of shared traditions
in modern societies, facilitating reasoned agreement,” so rendering consensus
attainable amidst fragmentation®. In confronting post-secular difficulties,
Habermas promotes a learning process wherein religious and secular individuals
partake in complementary translation, so augmenting political consensus through
the integration of multiple worldviews without favouring any particular
perspective. Joshua Cohen contends that the discourse principle may not
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intrinsically guarantee equal liberties, necessitating continual modifications in

Habermas’s rights framework that integrates moral discourse with legal structure.

Habermas’s rational communication and discourse ethics provide a strong

framework for consensus building, wherein moral universalism guides political

practice, fostering just societies through inclusive, reasoned deliberation that
addresses the conflicts between individual autonomy and collective solidarity.

Gandhi: Truth, Ahimsa, and Constructive Politics

Gandhi’s philosophy of consensus building, grounded in the principles of Satya
(truth), Ahimsa (non-violence), and constructive politics, provides a transformative
moral and political framework that prioritizes voluntary persuasion, self-discipline,
and communal harmony over coercive methods, rendering it especially pertinent
for resolving conflicts in diverse and divided societies. Central to Gandhi’s
philosophy is Satya, which he regarded not only as factual correctness but as an
ontological and ethical imperative akin to the divine, forming the basis for all
human relationships and the quest for agreement through unwavering truth-
seeking. Gandhi stated, “Truth is God” and “lI worship God as Truth only,”
emphasizing that Satya requires unwavering commitment to one’s understanding
of truth while remaining receptive to discourse and modification, thus promoting
moral consensus by fostering empathy towards opposing viewpoints®. This fluid
conception of truth fosters political consensus by eliminating misconceptions, as
Gandhi observed: “Three-fourths of the miseries and misunderstandings will
disappear if we step into the shoes of our adversaries,” a principle that converts
potential conflicts into opportunities for reciprocal understanding and accord?.
Academics such as Joan V. Bondurant expound on this, contending that Satya
supports goals like independence (Swaraj) and collective uplift (Sarvodaya),
wherein consensus arises from a mutual dedication to truth that reconciles
individual and communal ambitions, thereby serving as a mechanism for non-
coercive social cohesion. In ethical terms, Satya necessitates self-purification and
humility, as Gandhi perceived it as both relative and absolute in its pursuit,
promoting consensus by aligning actions with an ethical foundation that transcends
cultural or religious boundaries, as illustrated in his assertion: “Complete
independence through truth and nonviolence means independence of every
unit...without distinction of race, colour, or creed”?. This idea influenced Gandhi’s
talks, including the Gandhi-lrwin Pact, where honesty in dialogue fostered
provisional alliances during colonial strife, underscoring Satya’s significance in
facilitating deliberative consensus despite imbalanced power dynamics.

Ahimsa, Gandhi’s principle of non-violence, is intricately linked with Satya.
Gandhi expanded this concept from simple abstention from harm to an active force
of love and compassion, which fosters consensus by emphasizing moral conversion
over physical confrontation, thereby facilitating sustainable agreements grounded
in empathy rather than fear. Gandhi characterized Ahimsa as “the breath of my
life,” a principle that, when politically implemented, serves as a means for conflict
resolution through deliberate suffering and self-discipline. He elucidated:
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“Nonviolence in its dynamic condition means conscious suffering...putting one’s
whole soul against the will of the tyrant”?2. This methodology fosters moral
consensus by nurturing virtues such as equanimity and compassionate
attentiveness. M. J. Lunine elucidates: “Ahimsa is Gandhi’s conviction that there
is a Law of Love governing all things...an ethically behavioural term denoting
loving, non-violent attentiveness to all living beings,” which promotes relational
ethics vital for communal harmony?®. Ahimsa politically manifests in initiatives
such as the Salt March, where non-violent resistance unified diverse communities
against injustice, fostering consensus through collective sacrifice and moral
persuasion. As Karuna Mantena notes, “Ahimsa and Truth are so intertwined that
it is practically impossible to disentangle and separate them...The force of love is
the same as the force of the soul or truth,” thereby establishing non-violence as a
constructive force that upholds political solidarity without escalation®*. In
fragmented societies, Ahimsa disrupts the cycle of violence by reversing power
dynamics, prompting adversaries to acknowledge their common humanity, as
Gandhi advocated: “We must conquer not by hate but by love,” a tactic that
demonstrated efficacy in initiatives such as the Noakhali peace missions aimed at
mitigating communal riots through personal exemplification and dialogue?.
Academic viewpoints, such those of Narayan Desai, underscore the radical nature
of Ahimsa: “Ahimsa, the Indian term for non-violence, is typically interpreted as
refraining from causing harm or injury to others.” However, Gandhi perceived it
as a transformative force that converts political disputes into possibilities for
consensus through the promotion of forgiveness and societal healing?®.
Furthermore, Ahimsa’s application to environmental and economic spheres, shown
by gramswaraj (village self-governance), fosters grassroots consensus by non-
violently tackling disparities, thereby connecting ethical principles with political
decentralization.

Gandhi’s constructive programme applies these principles to everyday politics,
highlighting grassroots initiatives such as village self-sufficiency, education, and
communal harmony to foster consensus from the ground up, perceiving it as the
core of authentic politics that anticipates swaraj through non-violent social
reconstruction. Gandhi contended, “There is no evasion of social service; there is
no happiness on earth beyond or separate from it,” framing constructive politics as
ordinary yet essential for cultivating voluntary alliances and moral cohesion?’. This
program fosters moral consensus by tackling fundamental sources of division,
including untouchability and economic inequality, through inclusive initiatives that
promote empathy, as Sandip Das connects it to gramswaraj: “Villagers ascertain
well-being through consensus, enhancing social solidarity”?®, It politically
decentralizes authority, allowing local assemblies to reach consensus without state
compulsion, as Kuruvilla Pandikattu observes Gandhi’s emphasis on self-sufficient
villages: “I cannot regard anything more precious than Moksha.” | would forsake
that Moksha if it were to contradict truth and non-violence?°. Farah Godrej views
this as a mechanism for moral-political mediation, wherein initiatives such as khadi
production foster economic consensus among underprivileged groups. Gandhi’s
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synthesis of Satya, Ahimsa, Satyagraha, and constructive politics reconceptualizes

consensus as a practical moral endeavour, contrasting with Western proceduralism

by rooting it in spiritual and communal evolution, as noted by Akeel Bilgrami:

“Integrates moral/political dimensions,” guaranteeing that agreements are both
rational and ethically restorative®°.

Convergence and Complementarity:

The convergence and complementarity of Jurgen Habermas’s discourse ethics and
Mahatma Gandhi’s satyagraha reveal a complex framework for consensus building
that integrates rational proceduralism with empathetic practice, providing a
comprehensive moral and political toolkit for pluralistic societies facing
fragmentation and injustice. At their ethical foundation, both theorists assert that
consensus is not merely a utilitarian compromise but an ethical necessity arising
from intersubjective interaction. Habermas’s universalization principle mandates
the impartial evaluation of norms through the argumentative validation of claims,
ensuring that moral agreements align with what “could meet with the approval of
all affected” in an ideal speech situation devoid of coercion®!. Conversely,
Gandhi’s satyagraha emphasizes truth-force (satya) moderated by non-violence
(ahimsa), transforming dialogue into a soul-purifying engagement that aspires to
the “realization of a deeper truth together” rather than mere propositional
agreement. This convergence is evident in their mutual repudiation of instrumental
rationality—Habermas critiques strategic action that encroaches upon the
lifeworld, while Gandhi emphasizes the moral equivalence of means and ends,
asserting that “the end is contained in the means” to avert ethical distortion®. Their
complementarity arises from Gandhi’s focus on love and suffering, which enriches
Habermas’s cognitive proceduralism with emotional depth. As Ekta Shaikh notes,
“For the situation of disagreement or conflict, ‘rational discussion and persuasion’
are the best means of seeking a resolution,” yet Gandhi enhances this by
incorporating “suffering love, and insistence upon the truth that invoked the
genuine ‘reason’,” thus addressing the shortcomings of Habermas’s framework in
emotionally charged or culturally diverse contexts where pure rationality may
fail*®. Thomas Pantham further clarifies this synergy, observing that while
“Habermas’ practical discourse is predominantly a thought experiment,” Gandhi’s
satyagraha functions as “a form of direct action that disrupts the theory-practice
dichotomy,” enabling moral consensus to surpass abstract deliberation and engage
in tangible ethical experimentation that both challenges “the scientization of
politics” and endorses “a consensual or communitarian understanding of moral-
political truth”®*. In this moral dialectic, Habermas establishes a structural
framework for universal validity, promoting inclusivity against power imbalances,
while Gandhi’s principle of ahimsa nurtures the virtues of empathy and self-
restraint essential for participants to authentically validate claims. As Preeti Singh
asserts, “Gandhi’s dialogical method transcends Habermasian‘discourse ethics’ by
emphasizing the necessity of mutual love, reverence, and care,” thereby cultivating
a “ethics of listening” where “listening to others with an open mind and transparent
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heart is a more esteemed activity than rational argumentation”°.

Politically, the synergy between Habermas and Gandhi redefines consensus-
building as a decentralized, transformative endeavour that addresses the
deficiencies of contemporary governance. Habermas’s deliberative democracy
proposes a “two-track” public sphere wherein informal communicative exchanges
influence formal institutions, producing “bundles of topically specified public
opinions” that confer legitimacy to power through rational will-formation.
Conversely, Gandhi’s constructive programme promotes gram swaraj—vVillage
self-rule via non-violent assemblies—that anticipates consensus in daily practice.
As Shaikh notes, “Gandhi was vehemently against a procedural democracy
because the realization of such a political structure calls for a centralized political
system that is governed from the top,” advocating instead for a “oceanic circle” of
interconnected communities where “discussion, exchange of thoughts, reasoning...
was instinctive for democracy”®. This political convergence is rooted in their
shared dedication to counter-majoritarian inclusion, wherein Habermas’s discourse
principle protects minority voices through argumentative equality, while Gandhi’s
satyagraha empowers the marginalized through voluntary resistance that fosters
conversion. As Pantham asserts, both frameworks advocate for “communitarian
moral-political truth” by merging ethical discourse with action, with satyagraha
serving as the “direct action” that actualizes Habermas’s ideal conditions in real-
world conflicts such as communal riots or colonial oppression. However, their
divergence amplifies complementarity: Habermas’s formalism is criticized for its
Eurocentric rigidity and inflexibility in participatory methods—"Habermas isn’t
flexible about the ways through which people can participate in deliberative
procedures™’; while Gandhi’s contextualism, grounded in ahimsa, addresses this
by incorporating non-discursive elements such as symbolic suffering, facilitating
consensus in post-secular or postcolonial contexts where rational debate may
perpetuate exclusions. Singh notes: “In Gandhian dialogical space one finds a
unique ‘ethics of listening’,” which complements Habermas by promoting
“tolerance, charity and truth” even when “consensus is neither possible nor
desirable always,” as Gandhi expressed in interfaith dialogues®. Academics such
as Bhikhu Parekh emphasize this hybrid potential, contending that Gandhi’s
satyagraha enhances deliberative principles by necessitating “unqualified
commitment to truth and a transparent heart,” thereby converting political
consensus from mere procedural aggregation into a restorative force that reconciles
divisions through moral persuasion.

Moral and Political Implications for the 21st Century:

The 21st century, characterized by increasing geopolitical tensions, digital
polarization, and existential threats like climate change and inequality, reveals the
intertwined moral and political legacies of Jurgen Habermas and Mahatma Gandhi,
which provide significant insights into consensus building as a means to achieve
sustainable peace and justice. Habermas’s discourse ethics, based on
communicative action, asserts that valid norms arise from rational dialogues in
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which participants, unencumbered by coercion, seek mutual understanding and
consensus, highlighting the procedural integrity of discourse as crucial for moral
legitimacy in heterogeneous societies. This framework aligns closely with
Gandhi’s principles of ahimsa (non-violence) and satyagraha (truth-force),
promoting consensus through moral persuasion and self-sacrifice instead of
coercion, perceiving truth as relational and partial, thus fostering receptiveness to
differing viewpoints in conflict resolution. Their concepts collectively contest the
dominant paradigms of power politics and instrumental rationality, advocating for
a moral-political ethos that emphasizes inclusive deliberation and ethical restraint
to tackle current crises such as populist authoritarianism, cyber disinformation, and
global migration flows. In an age where social media exacerbates echo chambers
and diminishes public trust, Habermas’s notion of the public sphere as a venue for
rational-critical discourse can be enhanced by Gandhi’s emphasis on empathetic
listening and non-violent resistance, promoting consensus not solely through
argumentation but through transformative personal and collective practices that
humanize opponents and cultivate solidarity across divisions.

The ethical consequences of synthesizing Habermas and Gandhi involve
reinterpreting decision-making within the contexts of moral plurality and cultural
relativism. Habermas contends that moral norms attain validity solely through
intersubjective consensus, as articulated in his discourse principle: “Only those
norms can claim to be valid that meet (or could meet) with the approval of all
affected in their capacity as participants in a practical discourse”*°. This dialogical
method challenges solipsistic ethics by requiring individuals to subject their
principles to collective examination, fostering a universalism based on
communicative reason instead of metaphysical certainties. Gandhi enhances this
notion with his relational perspective on truth, positing that “every human being
possesses a fragmentary understanding of the truth, and to approach the Absolute
Truth, we must acknowledge the partiality of our perception and remain receptive
to the truths presented by others™®. In the 21st century, this synergy confronts
ethical dilemmas in bioethics, artificial intelligence governance, and
environmental stewardship, where decisions affect future generations; for
example, Habermas’s focus on uncoerced consensus can inform international
climate agreements, while Gandhi’s principle of ahimsa emphasizes moral
responsibility, reminding us that “my experience daily growing stronger and richer
tells me that there is no peace for individuals or for nations without practising truth
and nonviolence to the uttermost extent possible for man”*t. Amy Allen critiques
Habermas for potential Eurocentrism in his modernization assumptions, proposing
that integrating Gandhi’s decolonial non-violence could challenge Western
rationalism, thereby rendering consensus building more inclusive of indigenous
and subaltern voices in global moral discourses.

The integration of Habermas’s deliberative democracy with Gandhi’s non-violent
activism offers a framework for rejuvenating institutions amid democratic
regression and hybrid warfare. Habermas proposes a “two-track” model of
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democracy, wherein informal public spheres cultivate communicative power that
impacts formal legislative processes, enabling citizens to perceive themselves as
authors of the laws to which they are subject as recipients. This opposes
technocratic elitism by integrating consensus into daily dialogue, relevant to 21st-
century issues such as controlling major technology firms or addressing trade
conflicts via international platforms. Gandhi’s satyagraha transcends traditional
political confrontation by converting it into avenues for moral development, as
evidenced in India’s freedom movement, where non-violence revealed the
illegitimacy of colonial control without resorting to violence. Karuna Mantena
identifies this as a variant of “another realism,” contending that Gandhian non-
violence is not mere naive idealism but a contextual, consequentialist strategy that
“premises political action on a sober assessment of conflict, power, and
violence™*2. This approach serves as a counter to realpolitik in modern geopolitics,
exemplified by non-violent movements opposing authoritarianism in Hong Kong
and Myanmar. In dialogical learning environments, as examined by Giroux and
others, both scholars emphasize the necessity for education to cultivate critical
agency, with Gandhi’s assertion that “Education is that which liberates™*®
resonating with Habermas’s concept of communicative competence aimed at
democratizing knowledge production in the context of neoliberal globalization.
This has ramifications for achieving consensus in divided political landscapes,
where, as Steger observes, Gandhi’s pursuit of satya through ahimsa interrogates
“the dynamics of power and subjugation as a characteristic situated in the nexus
between acquiescence and consent”**, compelling political figures to emphasize
ethical persuasion rather than coercive measures.

The ethical and political amalgamation of Habermas and Gandhi provides the 21st
century with instruments to address hyper-connectivity and fragmentation,
necessitating that consensus-building surpass national boundaries to confront
global challenges such as pandemics and cyber threats. Habermas’s post-secular
shift, which integrates religious perspectives into rational dialogue, can be
enhanced by Gandhi’s advocacy for interfaith harmony, exemplified by his
declaration that “non-violence is the greatest force at the disposal of mankind”,
fostering a universal ethic that counters fanaticism. Scholars such as Rehg assert
that discourse ethics establishes norms based on “the uncoerced agreement of all
affected parties through rational discourse”*®. Furthermore, Gandhi’s impact on
figures like Martin Luther King Jr. exemplifies its practical effectiveness in civil
rights movements, demonstrating that non-violent consensus can eradicate
systemic injustices. In summary, their viewpoints promote a proactive moral-
political rejuvenation, wherein consensus arises not solely from compromise but
from a dedication to truth, reason, and compassion, guaranteeing that humanity’s
collective destiny is shaped via conversation rather than discord.

Conclusion:

Upon examining the contributions of Habermas and Gandhi to consensus building
from both moral and political standpoints, | assert that their philosophies reveal

© 2026 Vidyasagar University Publication Division, Vidyasagar University, Midnapore 41



Volume 28 : 2025-2026
Journal of Philosophy and the Life-world
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.62424/JPLW.2026.28.00.04
significant synergies and tensions. While both thinkers prioritize dialogue over
coercion to establish ethical agreements in diverse societies, Gandhi’s practice-
oriented framework is more adaptable and pertinent for addressing the
complexities of the contemporary political landscape, marked by increasing
polarization, digital fragmentation, and postcolonial disparities. Both share a
commitment to non-instrumental interaction as the foundation of legitimate
consensus. Habermas’s discourse ethics emphasizes communicative action to
validate claims through rational deliberation, promoting mutual understanding and
normative agreement. This parallels Gandhi’s satyagraha, a truth-seeking process
that combines rational persuasion with moral empathy to resolve conflicts non-
violently. Both reject the scientization of politics and support a consensual
communitarian view of moral-political truth that enables participants to rise above
self-interests. Pantham clarifies this alignment, stating that “Habermas’ practical
discourse is primarily a thought experiment, whereas Gandhi’s satyagraha
represents a form of direct action that disrupts the theory-practice dichotomy*,”
yet both advocate for a political realm restored through voluntary participation,
whether through argumentative redemption or non-violent moral persuasion.

Moreover, both underscore the importance of inclusivity and tolerance in
discourse, as Shaikh notes: “Discussion, exchange of perspectives, comprehension
of opposing viewpoints, tolerance, and articulation of opinion are integral to
democratic political processes in Gandhi’s conception*’.” Likewise, they represent
fundamental principles of deliberative democracy, illustrating how Gandhi’s
moral-psychological education of citizens aligns with Habermas’s procedural
standards to foster qualities crucial for consensus in the face of difference.
However, dissimilarities expose significant divergences: Habermas’s model is
abstract and procedural, potentially rigid in integrating non-rational components
such as emotion or cultural specificity, as it necessitates structured argumentation
under ideal speech conditions that may marginalize voices in unequal contexts. In
contrast, Gandhi’s approach is embodied and contextual, incorporating consensus
through everyday non-violent practices like suffering love and decentralized
participation, thereby facilitating a more fluid connection between theory and
action. Shaikh challenges this disparity, asserting that Habermas lacks flexibility
regarding the methods by which individuals can engage in deliberative processes.
It imposes constraints at a theoretical level, in contrast to Gandhi’s practical focus
on “rational discourse and persuasion,” supplemented by “argument,
compassionate suffering, and a commitment to truth” to achieve moral
transformation in actual conflicts.

The significance of this theory in the contemporary political landscape;
characterized by the intensifying crises of democratic decline, climate-induced
conflicts, and technological echo chambers by 2025; resides in its ability to combat
authoritarian populism and cultivate resilient solidarities. Habermas’s concept of
rational universality establishes boundaries against relativism in global
discussions, while Gandhi’s principle of ahimsa provides mechanisms for
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grassroots mobilization that humanize deliberation in polarized societies, proving
essential for reevaluating state structures in the context of overconsumption and
inequality. Recent analyses confirm that Gandhi’s vision offers insights for
reinterpreting democracy and liberalism in modern contexts, highlighting
decentralized self-governance that aligns with the pursuit of modern ideals without
dismissing rationalism, while also accommodating the emotional and
psychological aspects of politics that Habermas’s framework addresses more
theoretically. In my evaluation, Gandhi’s theory proves more pertinent for the
contemporary era due to its practical applicability in unstable, diverse
environments such as postcolonial democracies, where institutions like Gram
Sabhas foster participatory consensus without the feasibility challenges inherent in
Habermas’s abstract proceduralism. Gandhi’s incorporation of empathy and direct
action more effectively enables societies to mend divisions and cultivate trust in an
age characterized by misinformation and fragmentation. This choice does not
undermine Habermas’s essential contributions but underscores the necessity for
Gandhian supplementation to make consensus building genuinely transformational
in today’s turbulent world.
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