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Introduction

Our perspectiveon developmentrevealsa lot about
who we are as a peopleand what we believewe are
capable of. Consider the dominant view of
development. Developmentis widely understoodto be
an organisedcollective undertakingfor improving the
intellectual, sensational, aesthetic and material
satisfaction of people (Aurobindo 1963:51).
Essentially,this perspectivestatesthatdevelopmenthas
two primary dimensions. The first is the use and
manipulation of the material world's resourcesto
increase human satisfaction and well-being. The
secondis the advancementof knowledge,whetherit is
culturally dependent or more universal in scope.

Implicit in this understandingof developmentis a third
dimension. For a people to undertakedevelopment
they neednot only knowledgeand resources,but also
the ability to make and carry out decisions that
influence people beside themselves.  They need power.

Thus the dominant understandingof development
emphasises marshalling power, knowledge and
resourcesto improvematerial,sensationalandaesthetic
well-being. The academic study of development
largely reflects this understanding.

Yet what if thereweremoreto developmentthanwhat
is typically believed?  What if we were to demand more
of developmentthan is normally the case? This paper
explores the implications for development of
incorporating another primary dimension—theinner
dimension.

Development's Hidden Dimension

Naturallyknowledgehasmanyformsandobjectives;in
the contextof developmentit usuallyrelatesto how to
developmateriallyandsocially. We expectknowledge
advanced by development to respond to specific
problemslike communityorganising,genderrelations,
improvedfarmingmethods,andso forth, aswell asthe
broadergoalsof generalpublic education. But rarely
do we expect it to guide us how to make better
connectionsbetweenloving moreeffectivelyandbetter
serving our society, for instance.  

Yet by virtue of beinghumanwe cannothelp but give
attentionto morethantheabundancethematerialworld
offers. We haveinner needs— we aspireto give, to
belong, to love, to show compassion,to experience
havinga highpurpose,andto beaninstrumentof peace

— and we want to know how to achievethese. Such
aspirationsdependon us making wise choices,based
not on often-tempting short-term satisfaction, but
lasting goodness. To be spiritual is to reflect these
aspirations in one's thought and actions.

At its best development is an interplay between
humanity'svery highestaspirationsandthedemandsof
daily living. Whenthis occursdevelopmentintegrates
its variousdimensions— power, knowledge,spiritual
growth,andthe wise useof resources— in a way that
is practical and inspiring. For too long the spiritual
growth of people and the study and practice of
developmenthave been isolatedfrom one anotheror
posited as being in unending opposition.

As practitioners,teachersandstudentsof development,
we are confronted by the inner dimension of
developmentat three levels: recognisingit, practicing
it, and teachingit. To explore theseissues,we can
usefully turn to a recent example of this form of
development.

The Example of Khan Abdul Ghaffar
Khan and the Khudai Khidmitgars and its

Implications for Development

Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan, 1890-1988,incorporated
spiritual practice into developmentwork under harsh
and oppressiveconditionswith startling results. His
developmentwork aimed at uplifting the spiritual,
cultural, economicand political workingsof his proud
and largely tribal Muslim people, the Pathans(also
known as Pashtuns or Pukhtoons).

Pathanshail from the North WestFrontierProvinceof
Pakistanand EasternAfghanistan. At the turn of the
last centurytheir societywas colonised,stagnant,and
violent,worn downby feuds,inequalities,factionalism,
poor social cooperation,and plain ignorance (Taizi
2002,Banerjee2000). Their ancientcodeof honour,
ethicsandrevenge,Pukhtunwali, wasstrugglingin the
face of British colonial rule which had distorted
traditional political, economicand cultural processes.
The British had helpedto createa landlord classthat
actedas indirect rulers,which hastenedthe declineof
traditional Pathanland redistribution practices. The
British also manipulatedthe jirga systemof justice to
their own ends. 'The Pathanswere in no position to
offer concerted resistanceto the British' (Banerjee
2000: 45)



Yet in the 1930s and 40s Khan raised a nonviolent
armyof up to 100,000Pathansto fight British imperial
rule. This army,calledtheKhudaiKhidmitgars(KKs),
remainedresolutely nonviolent in the face of severe
repression, violence, and humiliation from British
colonial rulers (including severe torture and
massacres),despite the Pathanshaving a renowned
history of violent resistanceusinghandmadegunsand
daggers(Easwaran2000). For his efforts Khan was
rewardedwith thirty years in prison, more than one-
third of his adult life (andmorethanNelsonMandela).
His people referred to him as Badshah Khan and
Fakhr-e-Afghan(King of Khansand The Pride of the
Afghanrespectively),while manyin thebroaderIndian
subcontinentsimply knew of him as the Frontier
Gandhi.

MichaelNagleridentifiesfour widely heldmythsabout
nonviolence:that nonviolenceis only for gentlefolk;
thatsincenonviolenceis weakit canonly work against
weak opposition;that nonviolenceis okay for Hindus
and Buddhists but not for Muslims; and that
nonviolence cannot be used in, or instead of, war
(Nagler 2001:244-7). The KKs exploded all these
myths.  This was nation building of the highest order.

Those leadersare seldom born who raise their
societyfrom the ignominiousdepthsof ignorance
and obscurityto the heightsof enlightenmentand
glory. Abdul Ghaffar Khan was one of this rare
breed of leaders (Taizi 2002).

How did he do this, andwhat lessonscanwe drawout
for the practice and teaching of development?

Selfless Service
Khan'searly developmentwork focusedon education
andcommunityorganising.But thesolutionto unifying
his peopleandhis practicaldevelopmentconcerns'lay
in thecultivationof a greatersenseof servicein Pathan
society' (Banerjee2000: 56). Mir Rahman,a KK,
stated:

[Khan] said that in order to get rid of those[the
British] who were in land that was not theirs,we
first had to reform our ways. He said that he
neededvolunteersto help in this task. He saidthat
hehadnothingto offer, no salaryor money. What
he wantedwasnot very manypeople;but at least
onemanwho would behonestandwilling to serve
the people (Banerjee 2000:62-3).

Khan summedup what he meantby selflessservice
when he said:

if you want your country and your people to
prosperyou muststop living for yourselvesalone,
you must start living for the community. That is
the only way to prosperity and progress(Khan
1969:95).

Khan was himself an impeccablemodel of selfless
service:

BadshahKhan went on serving, reforming, and
resisting tyranny for almost 80 years. I cannot
imaginefinding anywherein the world's history a
life of more unbroken service in the cause of
freedom (Easwaran 2000:186).

Individual KKs statewhy their leaderwasso effective
in rousingthemto previouslyunimaginedheights. 'We
recognisedBadshahKhan! Peoplealways recognise
practical peoplewith a drive to do things,' said one.
'BadshahKhan himself conveyeda senseof total self
sacrifice — that was the secret of his growing
following,' said another (Banerjee 2000: 66).

A social supportstructurewasput in placeto help the
families of imprisoned, injured and crippled KKs.
Seemingly small acts of service had a big impact:

Peoplerecalledwith gratitudethe fact that when
BadshahKhanwentaroundvillagesandwantedto
talk to farmersworking in the fields, he usedto
make his escorts plough the land so that the
farmerscould sit and talk to him without losing
valuable time (Banerjee 2000: 97).

People are attracted to work in developmentfor a
varietyof reasons,someof which areselfishandsome
of which are noble and wholly good. While it is too
much to initially expect all motivations for doing
developmentwork to be for thebenefitof thepoorand
marginalised,there is much to be gainedby studying
inspiring examplesof selfless service like those of
Khan and the KKs. Such examplescannothelp but
raise awarenesson three levels. First, it prompts
reflection by individuals on the core reasonsfor why
they undertakedevelopmentwork, and the intrinsic
rewardsof servingothers. Second,it raisesawareness
of possibleoutcomeswhen interventionsare madein
communities where people are largely living for
themselves only; furthermore sensitivity to it
encouragesrecognition of already existing acts of
service within communities. Third, it asks of the
practitionerwhat kind of examplethey themselvesare
giving to the people they work with.

Moreover, selfless service by practitioners helps
strengthen resistance against affiliation with the
problematic interests of powerful organisations in
development,which offer lucrativefinancialpayoutsto
those working with them — somethingthat affects
many in the professional development sector, in and out
of the academe.

Revolutionary Organisation
Severepoverty was rife amongPathans,who largely
lived in rural areas. They had six percentadult male
literacy (Banerjee 2000: 209). Yet the KKs were
primarily a movement of the poor. 'An elaborate



systemof training and infrastructure'was createdto
survive long years of protest, beatings, and jail
(Banerjee2000: 102). Classdivisions were carefully
dealtwith throughdualstructures,onemilitary, andthe
other civil. The latter attractedthe educatedand the
older, while all classespopulatedthe former. 'The
selectionproceduresof the military wing deliberately
ignored social status and imposed a social
egalitarianism'(Banerjee2000:137). Very poorpeople
couldbeappointedinto high postslike thatof General;
selectionwas basedon characterand behaviour,not
social status.  The nonviolent army provided a 

surrogatetribe to which to belong,anda newsetof
criteria for honour which were ideological and
behaviouralratherthan material,therebyallowing
eachandeverymanto be,andfeel himself to be,a
memberof full and equal worth. Thus the dual
civil-military structure allowed a brilliant
combination of conservatism and innovation,
ascribed status and meritocracy, hierarchy and
egalitarianism (Banerjee 2000: 139).

By their examplethe KKs throw down a challengeto
mid-to-largesizedevelopmentorganisations.Consider
organisationslike theAsianDevelopmentBank (which
is 'Fighting Povertyin Asia andthe Pacific'), the New
Zealand Agency for International Development
('Eliminating poverty through effective development
partnerships', and the Australian Agency for
International Development ('Helping developing
countries reduce poverty and achieve sustainable
development'). Theseinstitutions have a clear social
hierarchy,anda socialculturedistinct from the lives of
the poor. Their staff do not eat, dress,or talk as the
poor do. They do not live amongthe poor. They do
not share the same worries or take the same risks.  They
are not poor. In this respectthey sharesomethingin
commonwith the literateelite who helpedrun thecivil
armof theKKs. But unlike theKKs, theydo not have
an institutional arm that incorporatesthe poor directly
and allows advancementbased on character and
behaviour. Insteadthey havea detachedrelationship
with the poor that is mediated through partner
governments,civil society organisations,businesses,
consultants,and occasionaldirect interaction. The
partners themselves mirror to varying extents
socioeconomichierarchieswithin society(with notable
exceptions within some civil society groupings).  Under
this arrangement,thepoorcanneverfeel like theyarea
memberof full andequalworth in settingdevelopment
priorities and undertakingdevelopmentwork. The
dominant understandingof development recognises
powerasessential,yet the poordo not haveanypower
in organisationsthat are supposedto exist for their
benefit. For instancepeasantandurbanpoorgroupsdo
not have representativeson the ADB's board of
directorsworking alongsideits bankersand managers.
NZAID and AusAID do not have institutional
arrangementsfor the poor to work directly with their
Executive Director or Director General.

For the poor to be meaningfully incorporatedinto the
decisionmakingof largedevelopmentorganisations,a
changeof culture within such organisationswill be
necessary. Cultural changewas somethingthe KKs
excelled at.

Cultural Change
Throughhis organisingwork Khanbrilliantly redefined
cultural norms to such an extent that revenge was
replacedby patienceas the highestideal. Jawaharlal
Nehru, who later becameIndia's first prime minister,
was astonished by the Khudai Khidmitgars'
nonviolence,andfound it incrediblethat 'the manwho
loved his gun better than his child or brother, who
valued life cheaplyand carednothing for death,who
avengedthe slightestinsult with the thrustof a dagger,
hadsuddenlybecomethe bravestandmostenduringof
India's soldiers' (Easwaran2000:20). Not only the
British but many Indians looked down upon the
Pathansas brutes. When the British inflicted cruel
violenceupon the nonviolentPathans,colonial claims
about their inherent superiority in contrast to the
violence and social decay of the Pathans were
demonstratedto be false. Khan used the Pathans
traditionalsenseof honourfor a new andspiritual end
— he told them that peopleall over the world would
marvelto seewhat they thoughtwas'sucha barbarous
nationobservingpatience'(Banerjee2002:156). Thus
hetransformedindividual andtribal honourinto shared
honourof all Pathans;focusmovedfrom self-centredto
nation-centred, from selfish to selfless.

Theconversionto nonviolenceis a striking exampleof
empoweringthe poor to renegotiateallegedly fixed
cultural rules.  It also vividly demonstrates the power of
inner reflection when brought to bear upon social
problems. To be nonviolent in the face of certain
violent retaliation took courage, willpower,
steadfastness,self-reform, selfless service and self-
sacrifice. Khan (like Gandhi) pointed out that 'the
highest expressionof bravery and honour was to
confront the British weaponless'(Banerjee2000:157).
Banerjeestatesthe KKs’ nonviolencewas not a mere
tactical manoeuvre, but

rather a creative ideological position that was
groundedin Islam and Pathancustomand which
was genuinely embracedby many rank-and-file
KKs as a guiding principle which they have
continuedto cherishandfollow in the restof their
lives (Banerjee 2000: 209).

Khan ensured that the spiritual notion of jihad prevailed
over its violent interpretations:



TheKhudaiKhidmitgars'strugglewasdirectednot
only outwardsto the enemy,but also inwards, to
free themselvesfrom 'ethically base'motivations
suchasprideandenvy.. . . [Nonviolence]gaveits
practitioners unprecedentedpride in themselves
and their actions,pride which still remainsfifty
years after the event (Banerjee 2000: 214).

Banerjeehere is referring to the metamorphosisof
pride from negativeinto positive,from inordinateself-
esteemto that of self-respectand personalworth. A
key spiritual conceptis harnessingthe energyinherent
in a destructivetrait and rechannellingit to positive
ends. The great Bengali mystic Ramakrishna
highlighted greed as a key impediment to spiritual
growth — but he alsosaid if you are to be greedy,be
greedyfor spiritual love. Likewise, MahatmaGandhi,
a close friend of Khan, said:

I have learnt through bitter experiencethe one
supremelessonto conservemy anger,andasheat
conservedis transmutedinto energy,evenso our
angercontrolled can be transmutedinto a power
which can move the world.

That Khan hadan eyefor seeingbeyondthe strengths
andweaknessesof theculturein which hewasraisedis
obvious. How he innovated, and was able to
communicatetheseinnovationsin a way a variety of
peoplecould relateit, is lessobvious,andwe turn to it
now.

Cultivating a Spiritual Imagination
Exploring how Khan innovatedculturally raisestough
challenges for the academe and how it teaches
development.Wecanstartby notingthatKhanheldup
a higher image of Pathanidentity than was normally
the caseto his people,fellow Indians,and the British.
Likewise, if it is to fulfil its potential development
studieswill needto insist on a loftier imageof what it
meansto be a human being than society generally
demands. Khan encouraged the KKs to make
connectionsthey wereunawareof betweentheir inner
life — personalqualities like patience,forgiveness,
compassion, humility and love — and the
consequencestheir actions and beliefs had on their
society. Likewise, development studies has the
opportunity to fire the imaginationsof studentsand
faculty by encouragingsuch connectionsitself, with
education taking place in the broader context of a
journey of self- and societal-discovery.

Arguably oneof the greatestcontributionsKhan made
wasgettinghis peopleto makea conceptualleapwhen
they renegotiatedtheir cultural norms in making the
dramatic transformation from centuries of violent
revengeto vigorous nonviolence. He had his KKs
rethink on a higher level the way they ordinarily
viewedsociety:it changedfrom somethingtheyhadto
fit into, to somethingthat was trying to fit into them.
Theywerenow consciouslyparticipatingin a continual

socialprocessthey had previouslybeenin engagedin
asunknowingpassiverecipients. Their understanding
of how society'srules and promiseswere formed and
reformed, and how they related to them, was
transformed.Neithertradition,nor what fellow Indians
or theBritish thoughtaboutthem,forcedthemto make
their futurein theimageof their past. Spiritual insights
and demandingpracticecombinedto make the KKs
realise that the parametersof their collective and
individual engagementwith societywereup to themto
decide. 

What is particularly interesting about the KKs' efforts is
that theyoccurredin the contextof endingthe Pathans
imperial subjugationat the handsof the British. That
is, they no longerwishedto be negatedasa peopleby
the divisive dominationof a militarily more powerful
people. But crucially, they rejected coercing the
British through negating them in turn. Instead of
seekingto conquertheBritish throughviolenceasthey
had tried previously, they engagedspiritual qualities
within themselvesthat led themconquernot theBritish
but egotistical tendencies like revenge, envy and
seethinganger. With the resulting spiritual power
would comethe chanceto truly challengethe British.
The inner and outer dimensions of this are well
illustrated by KK Safaraz Nazim:

To induct people into the philosophy of the
movementthe first step was to instil a senseof
service. Thencamea senseof non-expectationand
humility andfrom thereon camea feeling of non-
violence. The KK had to first understandthe
importanceof humble,selflessservice(khidmat) to
the people. The term Khudai Khidmitgar literally
meansthe one who servesGod. BadshahKhan
said that the bestway to serveGod was to serve
one's fellow beings. Revolutionary political
activity . . . could come only later (Banerjee
2000:79). 

The challenge for developmentstudies is to use a
methodology to teach development that results in
studentsand faculty consciouslyevolving themselves
and their society to a more advancedstate, both
inwardly and outwardly.

In 1959C. Wright Mills called for the adoptionof the
sociologicalimagination,'a quality of mind that seems
most dramaticallyto promisean understandingof the
intimaterealitiesof ourselvesin connectionwith larger
social realities' (Wright Mills 1959: 15). The
sociological imagination connectedsocial structures
andhistoryto theforming of peopleandtheir nature. It
valued most highly the use of the intellect to
understandpeoplewithin the contextof society. Mills
saw society itself as the framework for individual
growth. He said 'The kind of moral andpsychological
beings men [and women] become is in large part
determinedby the values they experienceand the



institutional roles they are allowed and expectedto
play' (Wright Mills 1956: 15).

If developmentstudiesis to be committedto inner as
well as outer development,it needsto cultivate the
spiritual imagination. The spiritual imaginationis the
quality of mind that allows its practitionersto connect
the unfolding of their spiritual identity to the broader
social reality in which they live. To exerciseit is to
experiencedrawing togetherlove and the intellect —
and the robust will to put them to work — in
understandingand shapingnot only society but also
what Eknath Easwaran (1987: 14) identifies as
'character,conduct and consciousness'. It demands
working to transformoneself,andit knowsthatonly by
doing so can one recognisethe potential of spiritual
growth in others. And in the contextof development,
that means that only by commitment to personal
spiritualgrowthcanthepractitionerhaveanychanceof
realising the true potential of development.  

The sociologicalimaginationandspiritual imagination
complementone another. Considerethics. Here the
sociological imagination starts by asking 'how does
society shape moral conduct?' The spiritual
imaginationaskshow an individual canbe the change
they wish to see in the world (to borrow a famous
phraseof Gandhi). It seeksto revealwithin oneselfthe
sourceof the drive to be what Easwarancalls (1989:
17) a 'blessinginsteadof a curseon therestof life', and
explore how this drive can be harnessedin the
expression of social norms and ideals.

Theeffectiveuseof a spiritual imaginationby students,
teachersand practitionersof developmentdependson
hardy, constructiveand pragmaticspiritual skills and
insights. The practice of meditation and its allied
disciplinesarethe mosteffectiveway to developthem.
The study and practice of meditation at major
universitiesfor academiccredit is not unheardof — the
University of California at Berkeley offers such a
course.

Sustainedmeditation practice makes it possible to
minimiseandeventuallyevenlargely eliminateselfish
and egotisticaltendencies.Developmentstudiesitself
courts egoism, and hence stands to benefit directly
from offering meditationcourses. Presentmore often
thanwe would like in the beliefsof the educatedfrom
financially richer countriesis a vain superiority over
othersbuilt on the belief that their societyis the model
by which other societies must measurethemselves.
Presentalso is the notion that education gifts the
educateda specialsuperiorityover the averagerun of
humanity, reflectedin the academe'stendencyto use
bewildering, pompous and unnecessary language. 

Traditional Development

Khanwasunimpressedby excessivematerialism— he
believedMuslims lost their ‘honour, dignity and sank

into ignominy’ when they ‘began to love wealth and
possessions’(Khan 1969:31) — but it is wrong to
assumethat he neglectedtraditional developmentper
se. ‘Therearetwo objectsin view,’ hesaidrepeatedly,
‘to liberate the country and to feed the starving and
clothe the naked’ (Easwaran2000: 133). He opened
his first schoolin his homevillage of Utmanzaiwhen
he was just 20 yearsold. It was an ‘instant success’
(Easwaran2000: 66). His efforts eventuallyled to a
networkof schoolsopento all irrespectiveof casteor
religion, whosecurriculum includedhistory, language,
mathematics,andvocationaltraining like carpentryand
weaving(Shah1999:23). Later, when the KKs were
formed,educationandsanitationwereconstantthemes
in trainingcampsanddaily life. Uponjoining KKs had
to take solemn vow, which included promising ‘to
devoteat leasttwo hoursa day to socialwork’ (Khan
1969: 97). Villages were swept clean, latrines built,
anddrainsdug(Banerjee2000:53). Storiesaboundof
Khan changing Pathan attitudes toward menial and
entrepreneurialwork by his personalexample. ‘He
particularly stressedPathan’s taking to professions
otherthanagriculture,sincetherewasnot enoughland
to supportthemall asfarmers. He evenopeneda shop
at Utmanzai to set an exampleto fellow tribesmen’
(Easwaran 2000: 82). A journal, Pakhtun, first
published in 1928, contained articles on Pathan
patriotism,languageand literature,aswell as political
essays,dramas,religious writings, guidesto hygiene,
and contributions by women which repeatedly
questionedtheir oppression(Shah 1999, Easwaran
2000). Women joined the KKs, girls schoolswere
opened,andKhanhadhis sistergive speeches,a major
innovation. Khan said ‘God makes no distinction
betweenmen and women.. . . If we achievesuccess
andliberatethe motherland,we solemnlypromiseyou
[women]thatyou will getyour rights’ (Easwaran2000:
133).

Conclusion

'It wasBadshahKhan'sspiritual power that convinced
us. We feel that he is still alive andamongus today,'
said KK Jarnail Abdul Aziz (Banerjee 2000: 66).
Khan’semergencefrom a stagnantsocietyto becomea
leader of rare spiritual depth challengesthose of us
from moreadvantageouscircumstancesto askwhatwe
ourselvesare doing to advancehumankind. He held
high a bold developmentvision and laid the cultural
andorganisationalfoundationson which to achieveit.
Given the gruelling circumstancesin which Khan and
theKKs harnessedlove, powerandknowledgeandput
themto work on transformingboth their inner identity
and their society, there is no one who can claim that
incorporatingan inner dimensioninto developmentis
impossible or unnecessary.

1. Built upon The Challengeof Inner Development,
presentedat the 3rd Biennial DevNet conference,
Massey University, 5-7 December 2002.
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