n
onInCnts

wationg;
&,
-

Uge00

ERNATIONAL QUARTERLY JOURMAL OF LIFE SCIENCES

20(1): S1: 131-134, 2025 www.thebioscan.com

Integral Humanism and the Indian Way: Reconciling Tradition with Modernity

Prof. B. Dharmalingam

Chair Professor, Pandit Deendayal Upadhyay Chair, Alagappa University, Tamil Nadu, India

DOI: 10.63001/tbs.2025.v20.i01.51.pp131-134

KEYWORDS

Integral Humanism,
Deendayal Upadhyaya,
Postcolonial
Development,

Ethical Governance,
Cultural Heritage.

Received on:

01-03-2025

IAccepted on:

07-04-2025

Published on

10-05-2025

INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

Integral Humanism, articulated by Deendayal Upadhyaya in mid-20th century India, offers a unique political and
economic philosophy that seeks to transcend the limitations of both Western capitalism and Soviet socialism. Rooted
in India's spiritual and cultural heritage, this doctrine presents a holistic vision for human development, social harmony,
and national self-reliance. The philosophy emphasizes the integration of material progress with spiritual fulfillment,
individual rights with social responsibility, and ethical governance with decentralized development. Integral
Humanism advocates for a socio-economic model that prioritizes grassroots development, the preservation of cultural
heritage, and ecological sustainability. This article explores the philosophical foundations of Integral Humanism,
highlighting its critiques of materialism and collectivism while proposing an alternative model grounded in India's
civilizational ethos. Upadhyaya's vision of development, based on the four-fold objectives of life—dharma (righteous
duty), artha (economic activity), kama (desire), and moksha (liberation)—serves as a guiding framework for both
individual and societal progress. It further examines the political implications of this ideology, particularly its emphasis
on ethical leadership and inclusive nationalism, as well as its influence on contemporary Indian politics. Integral
Humanism's relevance persists in addressing modern global challenges, such as economic inequality, environmental
degradation, and cultural dislocation. Despite its growing influence in Indian policy, there remains a gap in comparative
research, particularly in relation to other postcolonial ideologies. This article suggests further exploration of Integral
Humanism's intersections with ideologies like African socialism, Arab nationalism, and Gandhian thought, to enhance

its global relevance in the pursuit of alternative development models.

units driven by self-interest. Likewise, he critiqued the

Integral Humanism represents a distinctive and indigenous
ideological synthesis developed by Deendayal Upadhyaya (1916-
1968), one of the most influential thinkers of modern Indian
political philosophy. Associated with the Hindu nationalist
movement, Upadhyaya first articulated the concept of Integral
Humanism in a series of lectures delivered in Mumbai in 1965,
which were later codified into a foundational text bearing the
same title. His philosophy emerged as a powerful critique of the
dominant socio-economic models of his time—Western capitalism
and Soviet-style socialism—which he believed failed to adequately
reflect the cultural, spiritual, and civilizational ethos of India.
Upadhyaya argued that both ideologies, though globally dominant
in the mid-20th century, were rooted in materialistic worldviews
that neglected the holistic development of the human being. In
contrast, Integral Humanism sought to provide an indigenous
framework that harmonized material progress with spiritual
fulfillment, individual rights with social obligations, and economic
growth with ethical responsibility (Singh, 2018; Tyagi, 2023).

Rather than positioning itself as a hybrid or compromise between
capitalism and socialism, Integral Humanism proposed a
fundamentally different path—one grounded in the Indian
worldview of dharma, interconnectedness, and the unity of
existence. Upadhyaya envisioned a model of development that
emphasized the well-being of all beings (sarvodaya), the
decentralization of political and economic power, and the
preservation of cultural heritage alongside scientific
advancement. He rejected the excessive individualism of
capitalism, which, in his view, reduced human beings to economic

collectivism of socialism, which often subordinated the individual
to the state and overlooked the importance of personal moral
development. Integral Humanism, instead, emphasized the four-
fold objectives of life in Indian philosophy—dharma (righteous
duty), artha (economic activity), kama (desire), and moksha
(liberation)—as guiding principles for both individual and societal
development.

This philosophy became central to the ideological foundation of
the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, the political precursor to the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP). Since then, Integral Humanism has
significantly shaped the worldview, policy orientation, and
rhetorical discourse of the BJP, particularly in its emphasis on self-
reliance (swadeshi), cultural nationalism, and the revitalization of
indigenous traditions. However, Integral Humanism is not merely
a partisan ideological instrument. It is a civilizational response to
the complex challenges of modernity, postcolonial nation-
building, and India’s role in an increasingly globalized world.

The enduring appeal of Integral Humanism lies in its ability to
reconcile apparent dualities: tradition and modernity, spirituality
and science, individuality and community, and economic
development with environmental responsibility. It offers a
philosophical and practical blueprint for holistic human
development that remains relevant to contemporary policy
debates in India and beyond. As India navigates the 21st century,
grappling with rapid technological change, growing socio-
economic inequalities, and environmental crises, Integral
Humanism continues to provide a culturally resonant and ethically
grounded framework for inclusive and sustainable progress. This
article explores the philosophical foundations, ideological
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influences, economic implications, and contemporary relevance
of Integral Humanism, situating it within the broader landscape of
postcolonial political thought and development models.
Methodology

The methodology for this study on Integral Humanism primarily
involves a comprehensive analysis of secondary sources. The
research draws on academic books, journal articles, and
authoritative texts to explore the philosophical, political, and
economic dimensions of Integral Humanism as articulated by
Deendayal Upadhyaya. Primary sources, including Upadhyaya’s
original lectures and writings, will be critically examined to
establish the foundational principles of the doctrine. Secondary
sources such as scholarly interpretations, critiques, and
contemporary analyses provide a broader understanding of the
ideology’s impact on Indian politics, governance, and socio-
economic policies. The study also utilizes comparative research to
explore the intersections between Integral Humanism and other
postcolonial ideologies, drawing from global academic literature
on African socialism, Arab nationalism, Gandhian thought, and
Latin American liberation theology. Data collection is focused on
synthesizing insights from these sources to understand the
contemporary relevance and future directions of Integral
Humanism in postcolonial contexts.

Philosophical Foundations

At the core of Integral Humanism is a conception of the human
being as a multidimensional entity, encompassing the physical,
subtle, and causal bodies, all unified by the Atman, or pure
consciousness. This spiritual anthropology forms the bedrock of
Upadhyaya's vision for holistic human development, aiming to
balance material prosperity with spiritual fulfillment (Sharma,
2016). Unlike many Western philosophical models that often view
human beings through a materialistic or individualistic lens,
Integral Humanism integrates spiritual principles that emphasize
the interconnectedness of all existence, asserting that true
progress must nurture both the individual and the broader
community.

Integral Humanism is a comprehensive philosophical doctrine
deeply rooted in India’s spiritual and cultural traditions. It offers
an integrative vision of human development that harmonizes
material and spiritual dimensions, individual and collective
aspirations, and the values of tradition with the demands of
modernity. At its core, the spiritual foundation of Integral
Humanism synthesizes ancient wisdom with contemporary insights
to address modern challenges while remaining grounded in
enduring truths (Upadhyaya, 1968). Central to this worldview is
the recognition of an Ultimate Reality (Brahman) that underlies
all existence and manifests through the interconnectedness of all
beings.

Integral Humanism draws heavily from classical Indian
philosophical traditions, particularly Vedanta and the Upanishads,
which emphasize the oneness of the individual soul (Atman) with
the Ultimate Reality (Brahman). According to this framework,
individual self-realization is not isolated from the collective well-
being of society. Instead, personal growth is seen as inherently
linked to the health and harmony of the community and the
natural world. This is a key departure from both liberal
individualism, which often isolates individuals from their social
and ecological contexts, and Marxist collectivism, which reduces
the individual to a mere component of class struggle. Upadhyaya's
philosophy transcends these dichotomies by proposing a vision of
development that fosters individual dignity while simultaneously
addressing the needs of the collective.

In this worldview, ethical conduct, introspection, and community
service are not merely aspirational virtues, but practical
disciplines essential for both personal and societal
transformation. The focus is on cultivating an ethical
consciousness that integrates individual aspirations with the
broader societal good. Such a framework is not only rooted in
India’s cultural and spiritual heritage but also offers universally
relevant insights into the challenges of contemporary global
issues. Integral Humanism encourages individuals to live with a
deep awareness of their spiritual and ecological responsibilities,
guiding them toward a more harmonious relationship with both
humanity and nature.

By advocating for an approach to development that balances
material needs with spiritual growth, Integral Humanism provides
a comprehensive and integrative model for personal
transformation and societal progress. It offers a framework for
building a more ethical, ecologically conscious, and socially
responsible world, making it not only a culturally rooted
philosophy but one with broad, universal appeal in addressing the
complex challenges of modern life.

The Synthesis Approach

Integral Humanism’s distinctive strength lies in its synthesis
approach, which seeks to harmonize seemingly contradictory
elements into a unified framework. Rather than rejecting
modernity or tradition, this philosophy integrates both, creating a
balanced model that bridges dualities such as materialism and
spirituality, tradition and innovation, and individual liberty and
social responsibility. Upadhyaya’s vision emphasizes the
importance of complementary balance, where these elements are
not seen as opposites but as interdependent forces that can
coexist and enrich each other (Singh, 2018).

This synthesizing methodology is reflected in Integral Humanism’s
views on knowledge, governance, and cultural development.
Upadhyaya advocated for an approach to knowledge that values
both ancient wisdom and modern scientific insights. While
acknowledging the contributions of global civilizations, he argued
that progress must be rooted in India’s own indigenous cultural
and spiritual traditions. This view does not promote cultural
isolationism but instead encourages a confident civilizational
dialogue, where India engages with the world while retaining its
identity and autonomy. By integrating the best of multiple worlds,
Integral Humanism aims to create a framework that respects
tradition while embracing innovation and modernity.

The synthesis approach also informs Integral Humanism’s vision of
governance. It emphasizes decentralized political structures,
where communities take ownership of their own development.
This aligns with the philosophy’s broader commitment to
balancing individual empowerment with social responsibility,
ensuring that progress does not come at the expense of communal
well-being or ecological sustainability. In this way, Integral
Humanism offers a comprehensive framework for development
that is both rooted in India’s cultural heritage and adaptable to
contemporary challenges.

Economic Philosophy: A Third Way

Integral Humanism, as envisioned by Pandit Deendayal
Upadhyaya, articulates an economic philosophy that diverges
fundamentally from the dominant ideologies of capitalism and
socialism. Rather than embracing unrestrained market liberalism
or centralized state control, Upadhyaya proposed a culturally
grounded and ethically informed “Third Way” — an economic
model that centers the human being as a holistic entity embedded
within society, nature, and spiritual values. This economic vision
is not merely a critique of Western economic models, but a
constructive alternative rooted in India’s civilizational ethos.

At the heart of this economic philosophy is the principle of
cultural authenticity. Upadhyaya believed that India’s economic
development should not be modeled blindly on foreign systems
but should evolve from indigenous traditions, values, and
institutions. This cultural rootedness is not a call for regression
into the past, but rather a framework for progress that maintains
continuity with India’s heritage. Unlike Western economies, which
often prioritize individual accumulation or class struggle, Integral
Humanism focuses on the well-being of the individual as part of a
harmonious collective — the family, community, and nation.

A cornerstone of this economic vision is decentralized
development. Upadhyaya emphasized the importance of local
autonomy and village-level self-reliance as essential pillars of
economic policy. Drawing inspiration from Gandhi’s concept of
Gram Swaraj, Integral Humanism advocates for empowering
communities to control their own economic destinies. This
approach challenges the centralized bureaucratic systems that
were prevalent in both colonial and post-colonial governance, and
seeks to reverse the alienation caused by top-down models of
development. It underscores that economic decisions should be
made as close as possible to the people they affect, ensuring that
growth is both participatory and contextually relevant.
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Small-scale industries and traditional crafts occupy a central
position in this model. Integral Humanism places significant value
on local production systems that are both economically viable and
culturally significant. Traditional industries, such as handloom
weaving, pottery, and food processing, are not only sources of
employment but also carriers of social identity and community
cohesion. These sectors represent a sustainable path for economic
growth, especially in rural areas where large-scale
industrialization may be ecologically and socially disruptive.
Upadhyaya’s vision encourages the modernization of these sectors
through appropriate technology — innovations that enhance
productivity and quality without compromising social fabric or
environmental integrity.

Another vital component of this model is ecological responsibility.
Integral Humanism diverges sharply from the industrial growth
paradigm that sees nature merely as a resource to be exploited.
Instead, it calls for harmony with nature and an emphasis on long-
term ecological sustainability. This approach anticipates
contemporary concerns such as climate change, biodiversity loss,
and pollution, offering a prescient alternative that prioritizes
balance and restraint. Environmental stewardship is not treated
as an external or secondary issue but is integrated into the moral
and spiritual fabric of economic life.

The institutional legacy of Integral Humanism’s economic thought
can be seen in entities like the Khadi and Village Industries
Commission (KVIC). Established to revitalize rural economies
through traditional industries, KVIC embodies the principles of
self-reliance, decentralized production, and sustainable
livelihoods. By bridging the gap between historical crafts and
modern market demands, such initiatives demonstrate the
feasibility of Upadhyaya’s ideas in real-world settings. More
recently, government programs such as Atmanirbhar Bharat (Self-
Reliant India) and policies promoting Micro, Small, and Medium
Enterprises (MSMEs) reflect the continued relevance of Integral
Humanism in India's developmental discourse. These programs aim
to foster domestic production, reduce dependency on imports,
and build a robust entrepreneurial ecosystem grounded in local
capabilities.

Moreover, Integral Humanism’s economic model offers valuable
lessons for the global context. As nations grapple with rising
economic inequality, cultural homogenization, and environmental
degradation, the need for alternative development paradigms has
become urgent. Integral Humanism challenges the moral
neutrality of economics and reintroduces ethical and cultural
considerations into economic planning. It underscores that
economic policies must be evaluated not just in terms of GDP
growth, but also by their impact on human dignity, social
solidarity, and ecological balance.

By offering a holistic framework that integrates the material,
social, cultural, and spiritual dimensions of life, Integral
Humanism provides a path for sustainable and equitable
development. It does not romanticize poverty or resist
modernization, but insists that progress must be people-centered
and grounded in enduring values. Its emphasis on small is
beautiful, local is powerful, and nature is sacred resonates
strongly with contemporary calls for inclusive, sustainable, and
decolonized economic models.

The economic philosophy of Integral Humanism challenges the
binary between capitalism and socialism by presenting a distinctly
Indian perspective on development — one that values tradition
without rejecting innovation, and that seeks prosperity without
compromising ethics or ecology. As India and the world face
complex economic and environmental crises, revisiting and
reinterpreting Upadhyaya’s economic vision could offer a
meaningful contribution to the discourse on just and sustainable
development in the 21st century.

Political Vision and Cultural Conservatism

Integral Humanism provides a unique foundation for a distinctly
Indian form of political conservatism, one that avoids the rigid
ideological binaries of Western thought. Upadhyaya's political
vision is rooted in the principle of dharma—ethical governance—
and advocates for a decentralized polity that emphasizes
responsible statecraft. This vision resists top-down structures and
instead promotes bottom-up development that is closely aligned
with community needs, cultural values, and local aspirations.

At the core of Integral Humanism’s political outlook is a vision of
nationalism that is deeply inclusive and civilizational. Unlike
certain Western conservative models, which may veer toward
exclusivity, Upadhyaya’s nationalism is not based on opposition to
external powers or aggression. Instead, it is rooted in a profound
sense of cultural pride and a respect for India’s civilizational
continuity. This kind of nationalism fosters national self-respect,
not through confrontation, but through the affirmation of India’s
intrinsic heritage and moral obligation to preserve and promote
its unique cultural identity. Integral Humanism stresses that
India’s greatness is not a reaction against foreign influences but a
celebration of its timeless values and traditions.

This inclusive approach has significantly influenced India’s
domestic and foreign policy discourse. On the domestic front, the
philosophy advocates for innovation grounded in tradition,
encouraging the fusion of modern technological advancements
with India’s ancient wisdom. This is reflected in initiatives aimed
at protecting cultural heritage while also embracing scientific
progress. Policies such as educational reforms that integrate
scientific and spiritual curricula, environmental programs that are
informed by traditional ecological knowledge, and social welfare
strategies that balance technological development with cultural
preservation are examples of how Integral Humanism’s principles
have been applied.

In foreign policy, Integral Humanism’s emphasis on civilizational
values has fostered diplomatic narratives that prioritize India’s
cultural identity. The Indian state, according to this vision, is not
merely a political entity but a custodian of its ancient heritage
and cultural legacy.

Through its emphasis on decentralized governance, ethical
leadership, and cultural conservation, Integral Humanism has
shaped not only party politics but also India’s broader political
identity. It has contributed to the development of an institutional
framework that seeks to harmonize progress with the preservation
of traditional values, creating a political environment that is both
forward-thinking and culturally grounded.

Contemporary Relevance and Future Directions

Integral Humanism continues to hold significant relevance in 21st-
century India, offering a framework that addresses the challenges
posed by modernity while remaining rooted in India’s cultural
heritage. As scholars like Dharmasenan and Kumar (2019) point
out, the principles of Integral Humanism can be seen in various
contemporary policies, including rural development strategies,
the revival of indigenous knowledge systems, and small-scale
industrial policies under the current BJP-led government. This
philosophy’s emphasis on balance, sustainability, and cultural
rootedness resonates strongly amidst global challenges such as
climate change, economic inequality, and social alienation. In a
world increasingly grappling with environmental degradation and
a sense of cultural dislocation, Integral Humanism offers a model
that advocates for a harmonious relationship between material
progress and spiritual fulfillment, making it a relevant guide for
policy in the modern era.

Despite its ongoing relevance, scholarly engagement with Integral
Humanism has been uneven. While much has been written on its
ideological trajectory and its influence on Indian politics,
particularly within the Bharatiya Janata Party (Maritain, 2009;
Nain, 2018), there is a notable gap in comparative studies. Few
works have explored the intersections and divergences between
Integral Humanism and other postcolonial ideologies. Some
potential areas for comparative analysis include:

e  African socialism (e.g., Julius Nyerere’s Ujamaa)
e  Arab nationalism (e.g., Nasserism)
e  Gandhian economic thought

e  Latin American liberation theology

Exploring these comparative frameworks could shed light on the
broader significance of Integral Humanism in the global South’s
search for alternative modernities. These ideologies, like Integral
Humanism, emerged as responses to the challenges of colonialism
and modernity, yet each offers a unique approach to
development, identity, and governance. A deeper exploration of
these connections could enhance our understanding of how
Integral Humanism might inform global discourses on
sustainability, cultural preservation, and economic equity.
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As India continues to navigate the complexities of globalization,
Integral Humanism’s emphasis on ethical governance,
decentralized development, and cultural integrity offers valuable
insights for a more balanced and inclusive future. This makes the
philosophy not only a significant component of Indian political
thought but also a potential beacon for nations seeking alternative
paths toward sustainable development and cultural autonomy
(Dharmalingam & Sheela, 2023).

CONCLUSION

Integral Humanism offers a nuanced and indigenous approach to
the challenges faced by postcolonial societies, particularly in the
context of India’s development. By blending spiritual depth with
socio-economic pragmatism, it transcends traditional ideological
binaries, providing a resilient framework for holistic human
growth. This philosophy addresses the complexities of individual
and collective life by emphasizing a balanced evolution of
material prosperity and spiritual fulfillment, rooted in India’s
cultural heritage (Dharamsenan, 2017).

Its spiritual, economic, and political dimensions have shaped key
aspects of Indian governance, policy, and national identity. The
principles of decentralization, local autonomy, and ethical
governance continue to influence contemporary policies in rural
development, industrial growth, and environmental sustainability.
Integral Humanism’s commitment to cultural authenticity and
social equity aligns with India’s pursuit of self-reliance and
sustainable progress in an increasingly globalized world.

As India faces the dual challenges of modernity and globalization,
Integral Humanism offers a guiding philosophy that balances
tradition with innovation. It stands as both a legacy and a living
guide, reflecting the enduring power of ideas that are rooted in
cultural authenticity while also addressing universal human
values. In this sense, Integral Humanism remains a vital
framework for navigating the future, demonstrating how
indigenous knowledge systems can offer solutions to global
concerns. Ultimately, it underscores the potential of a
development model that integrates the material and spiritual
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dimensions of human existence, fostering a more harmonious and
sustainable future.
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