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GANDHI'S THEORY OF TRUSTEESHIP: PHILOSOPHICAL 

FOUNDATIONS AND THE CHALLENGES OF IMPLEMENTATION 

Milind Pandey* 

1. INTRODUCTION  

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, among the most consequential moral and political thinkers of the twentieth 

century, developed a wide-ranging critique of both capitalist accumulation and Marxist collectivism. At the 

centre of his economic and ethical thinking lies the theory of trusteeship — a framework that assigns to the 

wealthy not the right of ownership in any absolute sense, but the responsibility of stewardship over resources 

held in trust for society at large. Trusteeship is simultaneously an economic doctrine, a spiritual injunction, and 

a vision of social transformation through voluntary moral reform rather than revolutionary coercion. To 

understand the theory fully, one must trace its roots in Indian philosophical tradition, examine its points of 

contact with and departure from Western economic and ethical thought, study Gandhi's own elaboration of it 

across decades of writing and activism, and finally weigh the formidable difficulties that face any attempt to 

translate it into durable institutional practice in contemporary societies shaped by global capitalism, liberal 

legalism, and deep structural inequality. 

2. PHILOSOPHICAL ORIGINS: THE UPANISHADS AND THE ETHIC OF NON-

POSSESSION 

Gandhi's theory of trusteeship cannot be understood apart from the tradition of Vedantic thought, particularly 

the Upanishads — the ancient Sanskrit texts that constitute the philosophical culmination of the Vedic corpus. 

Gandhi himself drew explicitly and repeatedly upon Upanishadic authority, and his intellectual formation as a 

young man in the Bhagavad Gita's ethical framework carried with it the deeper metaphysical presuppositions 

of the Upanishadic worldview. The foundational verse from which Gandhi's thinking proceeds is the opening 

line of the Ishopanishad, one of the principal Upanishads: 'Isavasyam idam sarvam' ('All this, whatsoever moves 

in the universe, is clothed with and pervaded by the Lord'). This declaration of divine immanence in all things 

carries a direct ethical consequence: if the universe belongs to the divine in its totality, then individual human 

beings cannot claim absolute ownership over any portion of it. Property, in the Upanishadic vision, is not a 

natural right but a conditional arrangement; the human being occupies, uses, and enjoys resources not as their 

ultimate owner but as a temporary custodian. 

The Ishopanishad further enjoins the renunciation of desire as the condition for genuine enjoyment: 'Tena 

tyaktena bhunjitha' ('Enjoy through renunciation’). This aphorism encapsulates the spirit Gandhi would later 

systematise as trusteeship. The injunction is not to forgo enjoyment altogether, but to receive what the world 

offers without clinging, without the assertion of exclusive right, and without depriving others of their due share. 

The righteous person takes what is necessary for sustenance and leaves the rest — a posture of non-grasping 

that Gandhi saw as the foundation of a just social order. 

This Upanishadic sensibility is reinforced through the Bhagavad Gita's doctrine of nishkama karma (action 

performed without attachment to its fruits). The Gita does not counsel inaction or withdrawal from the world; 

it demands engaged, vigorous action, but action oriented toward duty rather than personal accumulation. Gandhi 

fused this Gita ethic with the Ishopanishad's vision of divine ownership to produce a coherent doctrine: the 

wealthy person who has accumulated wealth should regard that wealth as belonging ultimately to God and to 

society, administer it for the common good, and take only what is personally necessary for a simple, dignified 

life. 

The concept of aparigraha (non-possessiveness, or the refusal to accumulate beyond one's need) appears 

explicitly in Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist ethical thought, and Gandhi was familiar with all three streams. Jain 

influence, which was strong in Gandhi's native Gujarat, gave particular weight to the idea that the accumulation 

of material possessions entangles the soul in karma and impedes liberation. Gandhi translated these spiritual 

concerns into a practical social philosophy, arguing that the spiritual argument against excessive wealth was 

simultaneously an argument for redistributive social responsibility. In this way, ancient religious metaphysics 

became, in Gandhi's hands, an instrument of economic ethics. 
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3. WESTERN PERSPECTIVES: PARALLELS, CONTRASTS, AND CRITIQUES 

Gandhi's theory of trusteeship did not arise in intellectual isolation from Western thought, even though its 

deepest roots lie in Indian philosophy. Gandhi was a voracious reader who engaged seriously with Western 

thinkers — Tolstoy, Ruskin, and Thoreau above all — and his trusteeship doctrine can be fruitfully compared 

and contrasted with several currents in Western economic, political, and ethical philosophy. The most direct 

Western affinity is with John Ruskin's Unto This Last, which Gandhi read in 1904 on a train journey from 

Johannesburg to Durban and which he described as having brought about an immediate transformation in his 

life. Ruskin's critique of classical political economy rested on the argument that wealth could not be understood 

purely in terms of exchange value or material accumulation, but must be evaluated by its life-giving or life-

destroying effects on the human community. Among the many provocations lodged within John Ruskin’s 

economic writings, few are as conceptually sharp or as linguistically inventive as his coinage of the word “illth.” 

Introduced in Unto This Last (1860) and given fuller elaboration in Munera Pulveris (1863), the term stands as 

a deliberate counterweight to “wealth” — not merely its absence, but its active contrary. Where wealth, in 

Ruskin’s understanding, denotes that which promotes and sustains the fullness of human life, illth designates 

the accumulation of things that corrode, diminish, or destroy it. The distinction may appear simple, but it carries 

within it a thoroughgoing critique of the economic assumptions of his age. Ruskin’s method of coining illth was 

deliberate and etymological. He drew attention to the fact that “wealth” is itself not a neutral bookkeeping term 

but one rooted in Old English as “weal,” meaning well-being or welfare. To possess wealth, properly 

understood, is to possess that which conduces to flourishing. From this root, Ruskin constructed his antonym 

by analogy with such pairings as “health” and its implied opposite: just as health names a positive condition of 

the body, and its loss names something real and distinct, so wealth and illth name opposing conditions of a 

society’s material life. The invention was not mere wordplay. Ruskin believed that the absence of such a word 

in common economic discourse revealed a deeper failure of moral perception — a collective inability, or 

unwillingness, to name what was plainly happening around him. At this point, it is necessary to mention the 

counterpoints to Ruskin’s theory with the dominant trend of Western economic thought. To understand why 

Ruskin felt such a coinage was necessary, one must appreciate his quarrel with the dominant economic thought 

of his time. Political economists in the tradition of Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and John Stuart Mill had defined 

wealth in terms of exchangeable value: if something could be bought and sold, if a price could be attached to it, 

then it qualified as wealth. This definition was deliberately formal and morally agnostic. It made no inquiry into 

whether the object in question was nourishing or harmful, beautiful or degrading, the product of dignified labour 

or of suffering. Opium, adulterated bread, shoddy garments that fell apart within a season — all of these counted 

equally as wealth, provided markets existed for them. Ruskin found this not merely insufficient but perverse. A 

science of wealth that could not distinguish between goods that enriched human life and those that diminished 

it was, in his view, no science at all, but rather an elaborate justification for indifference. 

The axis of Ruskin’s argument was his insistence that life is the only definition of wealth, a definition that he 

placed at the climactic close of Unto This Last and returned to repeatedly thereafter. By 'life,' he did not mean 

mere biological existence. He meant the full range of human capacities: the ability to perceive beauty, to exercise 

skill, to act with moral seriousness, to enjoy honest fellowship and genuine rest. A thing is wealth insofar as it 

enables and enriches these capacities. A thing is illth insofar as it stunts or destroys them. This meant that the 

category of illth was not confined to obviously harmful substances. An excess of the wrong kind of goods, goods 

produced under conditions of grinding misery, goods that satisfied no genuine human need but merely 

stimulated an appetite cultivated for profit — all of these could qualify. Illth was less a fixed category than a 

relational judgment, always referred back to the question of what effect the thing in question had upon the living 

human being who encountered it. A prominent literary critic who found Ruskin guilty of ‘over-emphasizing’ 

his arguments, nevertheless acknowledged Ruskin’s ‘somewhat fussy assault on the earlier economists [to be] 

a fundamentally sensible one’.1 He went on to conclude Ruskin’s validity in comparison to that of Thomas 

Carlyle: ‘It is no injustice to Carlyle to say that his work must be seen more narrowly within the framework of 

the period he belongs to; but Ruskin’s major writings retain that sense of immediacy and inner power that is 

shared by all durable literature.’2 Ruskin did not articulate a doctrine of trusteeship in the same terms as Gandhi, 

but his insistence on the moral obligations of property-holders toward workers and the community at large 

provided important conceptual support for Gandhi's developing thought. A veteran scholar of Gandhian studies, 

Thomas Weber, has described in detail the effect on Gandhi of a book given to him by Henry Polak when he 

came to see Gandhi off at the railway station at Johannesburg, where he was boarding a train for Durban: ‘That 

book was John Ruskin’s classic political tract, Unto This Last. Gandhi couldn’t put it down. The book resonated 
 

1 E.D Mackerness, ‘The Voice of Prophesy: Carlyle and Ruskin’ in ed., Boris Ford, The New Pelican Guide to English Literature, London: Penguin 

Books, 1982. vol. 6, p. 311. 
2 Mackerness, ‘The Voice of Prophesy: Carlyle and Ruskin’, p. 314.  
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with some of the deep convictions that Gandhi was gradually coming to. It caused him a sleepless night, and, 

there and then, to “change my life in accordance with the ideals of the book”’. Gandhi was later able to claim 

that the book “brought about an instantaneous and practical transformation in my life”. He translated (or more 

accurately paraphrased) the book into Gujarati under the title of Sarvodaya (the welfare of all), and Sarvodaya 

was to become a central plank of Gandhi’s philosophy. In short, through this book, it may not be a great 

exaggeration to call Ruskin the father of Gandhian economic thought.’3   

Leo Tolstoy's influence, mediated through his essays and through the correspondence Gandhi conducted with 

him from 1909 onward, reinforced the spiritual and ascetic dimensions of trusteeship. Tolstoy's Christian 

anarchism held that material simplicity was a spiritual requirement, that the state and its apparatus of coercive 

property protection were morally illegitimate, and that genuine social transformation required inner conversion 

rather than structural change through political power. These themes appear throughout Gandhi's trusteeship 

writings, though Gandhi differed from Tolstoy in his willingness to engage with political institutions and to 

conceive of trusteeship as a practically workable social arrangement rather than purely a personal spiritual 

discipline. Henry David Thoreau's doctrine of civil disobedience and his critique of industrialism and material 

excess were also formative influences, reinforcing Gandhi's conviction that the moral individual must resist the 

imperatives of an economy built on exploitation and unlimited accumulation. Thoreau's Walden, with its 

experiment in voluntary simplicity, offered a literary model for Gandhi's ashram life and his insistence that the 

trustee must personally embody the values of non-possession. From a different angle, the Western socialist and 

Marxist tradition offers both a partial affinity and a pointed critique. Socialists and Marxists share Gandhi's 

concern with the concentration of wealth and the exploitation of labour, and Gandhi acknowledged the 

legitimacy of these concerns. However, Marxism diagnoses the problem of capitalism as structural and systemic 

— rooted in the relations of production and the class interests of capital — and prescribes the abolition of private 

property and state control of the means of production as the remedy. Gandhi rejected this analysis on both 

philosophical and strategic grounds. Philosophically, he held that the inner transformation of the wealthy was 

both possible and necessary; structurally coerced redistribution without moral conversion would merely shift 

the locus of exploitation without addressing its spiritual root. Strategically, he was deeply wary of the violence 

inherent in revolutionary seizure of property and of the statist concentration of power that followed socialist 

revolutions. 

In a discussion on 24 November 1936, with a group led by the ecumenical historian Basil Mathews, in relation 

to his differences with Jawaharlal Nehru on the means of bringing about economic equity, Gandhi stated: ‘Yes, 

we seem to differ in our ideas of village uplift and reconstruction. The difference is of emphasis. He does not 

mind the village uplift movement. He believes in industrialization; I have grave doubts about its usefulness for 

India. He believes in the ultimate inevitability of class conflict, though he would avoid it if he could. I expect 

to convert the zamindars and other capitalists by the non-violent method, and therefore there is for me nothing 

like an inevitability of class conflict. For it is an essential part of non-violence to go along the line of least 

resistance. The moment the cultivators of the soil realize their power, the zamindari evil will be sterilized. What 

can the poor zamindar do when they say that they will simply not work the land unless they are paid enough to 

feed and clothe and educate themselves and their children in a decent manner? In reality the toiler is the owner 

of what he produces. If the toilers intelligently combine, they will become an irresistible power. That is how I 

do not see the necessity of class conflict. If I thought it inevitable I should not hesitate to preach it and teach 

it.’4 Libertarian and classical liberal thought, on the other hand, regards any encroachment on private property 

rights as an illegitimate violation of individual freedom. On this view, trusteeship, to the extent it implies social 

obligations attached to private wealth, is itself a form of coercive limitation of ownership rights. Gandhi's 

response to this objection was that absolute property rights were themselves ethically indefensible when they 

coexisted with mass poverty; the claim of the wealthy to unrestricted use of their assets ignored the social 

conditions — including labour, natural resources, and public infrastructure — that made the accumulation of 

wealth possible in the first place. The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in contemporary business 

ethics bears a surface resemblance to the concept of trusteeship. Both frameworks insist that the owners and 

managers of large enterprises have obligations to stakeholders beyond their shareholders — to employees, 

communities, and the natural environment. However, CSR, even in its most robust formulations, operates within 

the framework of profit-maximizing capitalism and does not challenge the fundamental legitimacy of private 

accumulation. Trusteeship, by contrast, questions the moral foundation of ownership itself and demands a 

qualitative transformation in the relationship between the wealthy individual and society, not merely an 

expansion of philanthropic or regulatory obligations.  

 
3 Thomas Weber, Gandhi’s moral economics: The sins of wealth without work and commerce without morality’ in eds., Judith M Brown & Anthony 
Parel, New Delhi: The Cambridge Companion to Gandhi, 2011, p,136. 
4 The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol. 64, p. 73, The Publications Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India 
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4. ORIGIN OF THE NAME AND GANDHI'S FORMULATION 

The term 'trustee' carries a specific legal and institutional meaning in Anglo-Saxon jurisprudence. A trustee is a 

person who holds and administers property for the benefit of a third party, the beneficiary, under legally defined 

obligations of fidelity and prudence. The trustee does not own the property in the full sense; ownership is divided 

between legal title, which the trustee holds, and beneficial interest, which belongs to another. Gandhi was trained 

as a barrister in London and was familiar with trust law in practice. His appropriation of the term was deliberate 

and illuminating: it transferred the legal concept of divided and socially obligated ownership from the narrow 

context of estate management into a comprehensive philosophy of political economy. Gandhi’s response to 

socialist criticism of his economic thought, in a letter written to B Srirangasayi on 6 October 1934, is perhaps 

among the most comprehensive definitions of his concept of trusteeship, delineating the nuances of his thought 

‒ ‘You take exception to my wish that the rich should regard themselves as trustees for the whole of society 

rather than as owners of the wealth they might possess. Of course, it is an uphill task, but by no means 

impossible. Indeed I see definite signs of that idea spreading and being accepted. You suggest that the 

poorshould be regarded as trustees for the rich. But you forget that it is implied in the proposition I have laid 

down. Because, have I not said that labour is as much capital as metal? Therefore, workers, instead of regarding 

themselves as enemies of the rich, or regarding the rich as their natural enemies, should hold their labour in trust 

for those who are in need of it. This they can do only when, instead of feeling so utterly helpless as they do, 

they realize their importance in human economy and shed their fear or distrust of the rich.’5  

The concept of trusteeship, as envisaged by Gandhi, was subsequently explained by the renowned Gandhian 

and socialist thinker, J. B Kripalani, in his biography of Gandhi: ‘As a matter of fact, if we think of it, all wealth 

is socially produced. That is Gandhiji’s view. No Robinson Crusoe on a solitary island, be he a capitalist or a 

labourer, can produce wealth. Gandhiji, therefore, held that socially produced wealth must be equally divided 

among all those who are instrumental in producing it. If this is too idealistic a view, socially produced wealth 

must be equitably divided.’6  Gandhi's elaboration of trusteeship evolved over several decades and is scattered 

across his voluminous writings, speeches, and letters — in the pages of Young India and Harijan, his two 

principal journals, in his correspondence with industrialists and political figures, and in his various statements 

on economic policy. The core of the doctrine can be summarised as follows: those who have accumulated wealth 

in excess of their personal and family needs should regard the surplus not as their own to deploy at will, but as 

a trust held on behalf of society — specifically, on behalf of the labourers, peasants, and communities whose 

collective effort, use of natural resources, and social cooperation made the accumulation possible. In the draft 

of a letter to be addressed to the Viceroy of India (the formal version being untraceable), which Gandhi wrote 

to Jamnalal Bajaj in 1940, Gandhi linked the theory of trusteeship to non-violence and divine law: ‘Indeed at 

the root of this doctrine of equal distribution must lie that of the trusteeship of the wealthy for the superfluous 

wealth possessed by them. For according to the doctrine they may not possess a rupee more than their 

neighbours. How is this to be brought about? Non-violently? Or should the wealthy be dispossessed of their 

possessions? To do this we would naturally have to resort to violence. This violent action cannot benefit society. 

Society will be the poorer, for it will lose the gifts of a man who knows how to accumulate wealth. Therefore 

the non-violent way is evidently superior. The rich man will be left in possession of his wealth, of which he will 

use what he reasonably requires for his personal needs and will act as a trustee for the remainder to be used for 

the society.’7 In this argument, honesty on the part of the trustee is assumed. The explicit invocation of divine 

trusteeship — the idea that God is the ultimate owner and that the wealthy are merely God's agents — ties the 

economic doctrine directly to the Upanishadic metaphysics discussed earlier. The wealthy person who 

acknowledges trusteeship is not simply accepting a social obligation; they are aligning themselves with the 

spiritual truth of divine ownership of all things and renouncing the illusion of personal proprietorship. 

Gandhi was careful to specify what trusteeship does and does not require. It does not require immediate or 

unconditional surrender of all wealth. Gandhi recognized the psychological and social disruptiveness of abrupt 

divestiture and argued that the trustee was entitled to retain sufficient resources for a modest personal and family 

life — but at a standard consonant with the average standard of living in the community, not at a level of luxury 

that diverged sharply from the condition of ordinary workers and peasants. The excess beyond this modest 

personal allowance was to be administered for social purposes: investment in industries that provided productive 

employment, support for education and public health, and the improvement of the conditions of agricultural and 

 
5 The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol. 59, p. 140, The Publications Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of 

India 
6 J B Kripalani, Gandhi: His Life and Thought, New Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India, 1970, rev., 1991, p. 375. For further details 

regarding Gandhi’s economic thought, see Kripalani, Gandhi, pp. 373-88 & Weber, Gandhi’s moral economics: The sins of wealth without work and 
commerce without morality’, pp. 135-153.  
7 The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol. 72, p. 400, The Publications Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India 
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industrial labour. In his engagement with major Indian industrialists — most notably the Birla family, with 

whom he had a sustained relationship — Gandhi urged the adoption of trusteeship as a voluntary personal 

commitment. He argued that the industrialist who genuinely embraced trusteeship would, over time, find that 

the distinction between owner and manager collapsed: they would become, in effect, a well-compensated 

manager of social resources, taking a salary appropriate to their functions while the surplus was channeled 

toward the common good. Gandhi believed this transformation could and should occur voluntarily, through 

moral persuasion and social pressure, rather than through legislative expropriation. On the question of 

compulsion, Gandhi's position evolved carefully. In his later writings, he acknowledged that voluntary 

conversion might not be universal and suggested that a truly non-violent state could legislate to enforce 

trusteeship obligations if the wealthy refused to comply voluntarily. This concession to legal compulsion has 

been read by some interpreters as a significant qualification of the doctrine's voluntarist core; others read it as 

Gandhi's recognition that genuine social ethics required institutional backstops. The critical point, however, is 

that Gandhi consistently held that legislative trusteeship without genuine moral conversion would be a hollow 

and potentially counterproductive measure: structural change without inner transformation would produce new 

forms of domination rather than genuine liberation. This idea of voluntarism, held by Gandhi, was, as a parallel, 

also a feature of the Stoic school of philosophy in ancient Greece, which was subsequently best articulated by 

the ancient Roman jurist Seneca. K. Vogt cogently explains the sense of voluntary virtue found in Senecan 

social thought as a form of novelty: ‘The Stoic understanding of the soul further involves core epistemological 

ideas. Human beings have “impressions” (imprints or alterations of the soul). We acquire the views we hold by 

assenting to impressions; in every given case, we can assent to an impression, negate it, or withhold judgment. 

Since this is in our power, it is in our power to become wise (by assenting only to cognitive impressions, which 

represent things precisely as they are). Human action is generated through “assent” to practical impressions; 

such assent sets off impulse (hormê). If there is no external impediment, impulse leads to action. It is in our 

power to become virtuous, because assent is in our control; we decide how we act. Seneca discusses these and 

related issues with the help of a term that has no equivalent in Greek Stoicism: voluntas.’8  

Gandhi also linked trusteeship to his broader economic philosophy, including his advocacy for khadi (hand-

spun cloth) and cottage industries as alternatives to large-scale industrialization. The trustee-industrialist was 

expected to favor labor-intensive, decentralized production that maximized employment and dignity rather than 

capital-intensive methods that concentrated profit while displacing workers. Trusteeship was thus not merely a 

theory of wealth redistribution but an alternative vision of the production process itself — one oriented toward 

human flourishing, village self-sufficiency, and environmental sustainability rather than toward maximum 

output and profit. It is noteworthy that a scion of the Saarabhai family of Ahmedabad, which was one of the 

families closest to Gandhian experiments in trusteeship, and the renowned space scientist, Vikram Sarabhai, 

opted to be the leader of the trade union wing of his companies while simultaneously holding the position of the 

owner of his company.   

5. CHALLENGES OF IMPLEMENTATION IN MODERN TIMES 

Gandhi's theory of trusteeship has attracted admiration from thinkers and activists across many traditions, but it 

has also faced persistent and searching criticism as a practical programme for addressing inequality in the 

contemporary world. The challenges of implementation are multiple and mutually reinforcing, spanning 

institutional design, political economy, psychological realism, and global structural conditions. 

The most fundamental challenge is the doctrine's voluntarist character as originally framed by Gandhi. 

Trusteeship depends on the moral conversion of the wealthy — on their inward acceptance of stewardship 

obligations and their voluntary renunciation of the consumption of surplus wealth. History offers little 

encouragement for this expectation. The accumulation of wealth in capitalist societies is not merely a personal 

disposition but an outcome of structural incentives — tax regimes, legal frameworks, competitive market 

dynamics, and cultural norms that reward and celebrate the maximisation of personal wealth. To expect that 

individuals will voluntarily and consistently subordinate these incentives to a principle of social stewardship, 

particularly at the scale required to address structural inequality, is to ask for a degree of moral heroism that 

cannot realistically be institutionalised as a mass phenomenon. The decades since Indian independence have not 

produced a meaningful voluntary trusteeship movement among the Indian propertied classes. Some individual 

industrialists and philanthropists have made substantial charitable contributions — the Tata group's endowment 

of educational and research institutions is frequently cited as a partial example of trusteeship in practice — but 

these instances remain exceptional rather than representative, and they do not fundamentally alter the 

 
8 K Vogt, ‘Seneca’, First published Wed Oct 17, 2007; substantive revision Tue Feb 13, 2024, 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/seneca/ accessed on 6 June 2026, 12:40 hrs IST 
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distribution of productive assets or the conditions of labour. The broader pattern of economic development in 

India has followed the global trajectory of increasing wealth concentration, with the country now home to some 

of the world's highest levels of inequality by asset measure. A related challenge concerns the absence of 

institutional mechanisms to operationalise trusteeship in the absence of voluntary compliance. Gandhi's doctrine 

is articulated primarily in ethical terms; it does not provide a detailed blueprint for the legal, administrative, and 

fiscal architecture needed to systematically enforce trusteeship obligations. What constitutes 'surplus' wealth 

beyond personal need? How is the boundary between acceptable personal consumption and socially obligated 

surplus to be drawn, and by whom? How are trusteeship assets to be managed, by what governance structure, 

and with what accountability to the communities nominally served? These questions, which any institutionalised 

trusteeship regime would have to answer, received only sketchy treatment in Gandhi's own writings. 

Contemporary economic theory poses additional difficulties. Mainstream economics, whether neoclassical or 

Keynesian, is built on the premise that property rights are fundamental to the incentive structures that drive 

investment, innovation, and growth. From this perspective, a systematic programme of trusteeship obligations 

attached to private wealth would distort investment decisions, reduce the returns to entrepreneurial risk-taking, 

and potentially suppress the accumulation of capital needed for productive development. Whether these 

objections are fully decisive is contested, and heterodox economists have long argued that the social costs of 

unconstrained capital accumulation — inequality, environmental degradation, labour precarity — outweigh the 

efficiency gains it generates. But the mainstream objection commands institutional authority and is deeply 

embedded in the policy frameworks of international financial institutions, national governments, and business 

regulation. The globalisation of capital since the latter decades of the twentieth century has further complicated 

any national-level attempt to impose trusteeship-type obligations on wealth. Capital is mobile across borders; 

corporations can register in low-tax jurisdictions; wealthy individuals can relocate or structure their assets to 

minimise domestic obligations. In this environment, any unilateral national policy that significantly encumbers 

private wealth with social obligations risks capital flight and economic disruption. Addressing this problem 

would require levels of international coordination and regulation that currently lie far beyond the reach of 

political will or institutional capacity. Gandhi's theory also raises complex questions about gender, caste, and 

the differential distribution of social power within communities nominally entrusted with trusteeship. Critics 

from Dalit and feminist traditions have pointed out that Gandhian economic thought, including trusteeship, was 

embedded in assumptions about the village community that did not adequately reckon with the hierarchies of 

caste and gender that structured village life. If the trustee is to administer wealth for the benefit of the 

community, and if the community itself is internally divided by profound inequalities of caste, gender, and 

social status, then the trusteeship arrangement may reproduce or entrench these internal hierarchies rather than 

disrupting them. The beneficiary community is not a homogeneous entity; it contains its own structures of power 

and exclusion that any genuine theory of social justice must confront. The psychological dimensions of 

trusteeship implementation are also challenging. Gandhi's model assumes that the wealthy can be persuaded to 

identify with the poor, to see in others' deprivation a reflection of their own spiritual impoverishment, and to act 

accordingly. Social psychology, however, suggests that empathy and solidarity across large distances, even 

under social and economic conditions, are difficult to sustain at the level and consistency required by trusteeship. 

Wealth, as abundant research demonstrates, tends to produce psychological distancing from those less fortunate, 

a heightened sense of personal desert and entitlement, and reduced sensitivity to social obligation. The moral 

transformation Gandhi envisaged runs against these tendencies and requires sustained counter-cultural effort to 

achieve and maintain. This premise does not appear to be valid to a large section of modern scholarship, which 

views this propositional argument as an excuse for inability. One such scholar, Richard G Fox, has placed the 

entire Gandhian philosophy and its programme of action within the framework of a type of anti-colonial 

resistance that is solely committed to manufacturing a counterpoint to Western models, irrespective of its 

imperfections, including even a basic illogicality. The concept of trusteeship, therefore, in Fox’s view, provides 

a classic instance of Gandhian utopia, being at best a defense of India's generally acknowledged economic 

incapacity and ineligibility. In the words of Fox: ‘Insufficient Indian individualism became altruistic trusteeship, 

and inadequate entrepreneurial spirit turned into nonpossesiveness.’9 This vantage point is symptomatic of the 

largely negative view regarding the credibility of change within traditional systems. There are, nonetheless, 

dimensions of contemporary thought and practice that keep the spirit of trusteeship alive as an aspirational 

framework. The concept of stakeholder capitalism, articulated in various formulations by thinkers such as 

Edward Freeman and recently adopted — at least rhetorically — by bodies such as the Business Roundtable in 

the United States, shares with trusteeship the insistence that corporate wealth must serve a broader constituency 

than shareholders alone. The global climate crisis has generated powerful arguments for a form of environmental 

 
9 Richard G Fox, Gandhian Utopia: Experiments with Culture, Boston: Beacon Press, 1989, p,103. 
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trusteeship — the idea that the holders of fossil fuel assets and industrial productive capacity are stewards of a 

shared natural heritage and bear obligations to both present and future generations. Impact investing, social 

enterprise, and community development finance institutions represent partial institutional experiments in 

aligning private capital with social purposes. The concept of a universal basic income, increasingly discussed 

in progressive policy circles, can be read as a partial institutional translation of the trusteeship idea: the social 

dividend arising from the collectively generated wealth of the economy is distributed to all citizens as a matter 

of right, embodying in policy form the Upanishadic principle that the fruits of the common productive heritage 

belong to all. Land value taxation, whose intellectual lineage runs through Henry George to various 

contemporary advocates, similarly operationalises the insight that unimproved land value is a social creation 

and that its capture by private owners is a form of appropriation of the common wealth — an insight directly 

resonant with Gandhi's insistence that surplus wealth is socially generated and socially owed.  

6. CONCLUSION 

Gandhi's theory of trusteeship is a serious and original contribution to the ethics of property and the theory of 

distributive justice, rooted in the deepest currents of Indian philosophical tradition and in dialogue with Western 

thought from Ruskin and Tolstoy to liberal economics and Marxism. Its central insight — that the accumulation 

of great wealth beyond personal need is a form of stewardship rather than a right of absolute ownership, and 

that the wealthy bear a positive obligation to administer their surplus for the common good — is both 

philosophically defensible and morally compelling. The Upanishadic metaphysics that underlies it offers a 

distinctive and powerful account of why exclusive property claims must yield to social obligation and to the 

ultimate truth that the universe belongs to the divine and that human beings are its custodians, not its owners. 

Yet the challenges of implementation in modern times are formidable and must be acknowledged honestly. 

Voluntarism, the doctrine's distinguishing feature and its deepest moral aspiration, is also its most vulnerable 

point as a practical programme, since the structural incentives of global capitalism, the institutional absence of 

enforceable trusteeship obligations, the mobility of capital across borders, the internal hierarchies of beneficiary 

communities, and the psychological tendencies produced by wealth accumulation all work against the sustained 

moral transformation that trusteeship requires. Gandhi's own late concession to legislative enforcement was a 

tacit recognition of these difficulties. This does not mean that trusteeship is necessarily without value as a guide 

to policy and practice. Its spirit animates contemporary frameworks for stakeholder capitalism, environmental 

stewardship, social enterprise, and progressive fiscal policy. Its Upanishadic roots offer a genuinely non-

Western perspective on the relationship among property, person, and community, enriching global debates about 

inequality and sustainability. At minimum, trusteeship stands as a powerful moral critique of the proposition 

that wealth is simply the private creation and private property of the individual who accumulates it — a critique 

that has lost none of its force in a world of deepening economic inequality and ecological crisis. Whether it can 

be institutionalised at scale remains an open question; that its core moral insight deserves serious engagement 

is not. As is only appropriate, in this context of the relevance and pragmatism of his theory, perhaps we ought 

to conclude with Gandhi’s statement on the subject, given in the final phase of his life, after witnessing major 

campaigns undertaken by him with the object of the political liberation of India, the uplift of the vast majority 

of its population, and for the cultivation of the virtue of non-violence. According to Gandhi: ‘If, however, in 

spite of the utmost effort, the rich do not become guardians of the poor in the true sense of the term and the 

latter are more and more crushed and die of hunger, what is to be done? In trying to find the solution to this 

riddle, I have lighted on nonviolent non-co-operation and civil disobedience as the right and infallible means. 

The rich cannot accumulate wealth without the cooperation of the poor. Man has been conversant with violence 

from the beginning, for he has inherited this strength from the animal in his nature. It was only when he rose 

from the state of a quadruped (animal) to that of a biped (man) that the knowledge of the strength of ahimsa 

entered into his soul. This knowledge has grown within him slowly but surely. If this knowledge were to 

penetrate to and spread amongst the poor, they would become strong and would learn how to free themselves 

by means of non-violence from the crushing inequalities [which have brought them to the verge of starvation.’10 
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