Saha-Astitvavaad

A Proposal for a Just, Humane and Ecologically Sustainable Society

Planet Earth is on the brink of ecological disaster. Societies across the world are torn apart by war, terrorism and sectarian violence. Evidence of the inability of material success to provide psychological and emotional fulfillment is now uncontestable. Mankind thus stands at a juncture where it is forced to re-examine prevalent beliefs regarding the following:
· Are development and ecological sustainability always going to be at loggerheads? Or is it possible to design technology and production systems that serve humanity without disturbing the ecological balance of our planet?

· Are exploitation, poverty, injustice, discrimination, violence and war an inevitable part of human existence? Or is it possible to have a just, equitable and undivided society?

· Would human beings always be divided by nationality, religion, race and gender? Or is there a universal ‘human’ identity that subsumes these superficial differences?

· Will relationships in the family and other interpersonal relationships always be about differences of opinion, inequality, conflict, emotional distress and unhappy compromises? Or is it possible for everyone to have mutually fulfilling and meaningful interpersonal relationships?

· Are greed, selfishness, jealousy, aggression and lust innate to human nature? Or are they ‘pathological’ manifestations of unfulfilling human lives, conflict-ridden families and an inequitable society? 
· Is unhappiness, meaninglessness and discontent an inevitable part of human life? Or is it possible for human beings to live a purposeful and meaningful life?

The long history of mankind has seen numerous attempts to answer most of these questions. On the one hand, there is a class of solutions that can broadly be termed as ‘Religious/Spiritual’ philosophies. These solutions usually speak of a ‘design’ in the cosmos, as well as a purpose of human life that emanates from the cosmic design. Typically, the stated purpose transcends worldly existence. Based on these premises, each philosophy outlines a way of life, which centres on certain values and ethical behaviour that would help in the attainment of its transcendental goal. The proposed cosmic design is often woven around one or more concepts such as god, heaven-hell and salvation. These elements of the cosmic design, however, remained distant, mysterious and inaccessible for most followers. Moreover, in their practiced forms, most, if not all of these religions/philosophies were unable to change the inequitable and exploitative structures of society. 
Around the 13-14th century, ‘Science’ emerged as a systematic study of the material world. Over a couple of centuries, it crystallized into a worldview that postulated matter to be the sole reality, and empirical measurement to be the only valid source of knowledge. In the course of its development, it confronted and dismissed various concepts such as God, salvation or a purpose to human life as unverifiable, and hence, unknowable. Science did however, make a certain kind of knowledge accessible to everyone, and encouraged the use of logic/reason, enquiry, and universal verification. While scientific discovery led to significant material and technological achievement, its narrow notion of truth meant that vital issues like human values and ethical living came to be regarded as beyond ‘objective’ and ‘scientific’ analysis and were, therefore, removed from the domain of legitimate areas of study. The scientific worldview – advertently or inadvertently – has led to a way of life that deems sensory gratification and material acquisition as the only goals worth pursuing. Not only is the exploitation of nature and fellow human beings a direct consequence of this pursuit, but more importantly it has failed to provide fulfilment even to those who are ostensibly the victors in this quest.
Both these worldviews – be it ‘Religion/Spirituality’ or ‘Science’ – have been unable to satisfy man’s quest for a meaningful and fulfilling life, of a just and equitable society. The need for answers remains. In fact, it is far greater than ever before. We are faced with a rapidly globalising world, with increasing inequalities, intensifying ecological imbalance, heightening war and violence and sharpened fundamentalist identities. Our current way of life is thus inhuman and unsustainable from all perspectives. 
So, the questions remain: 
· Is there any philosophy/worldview/‘understanding’ that creates the possibility of a meaningful way of life, and a humane, just and sustainable society? 
· Is it possible for all human beings to have all facets of their lives harmoniously interconnected – namely, the personal, inter-personal, social and ecological? 
Any such ‘understanding’ would have to be universal; that is, it should hold true for, and be verifiable and practicable by, each human being. 
Propounded by A. Nagaraj Sharma, Saha-Astitvavaad (which can be roughly translated as Co-existentialism) is one such philosophy. This philosophy essentially puts forth a metaphysical understanding of the Universe and humanity’s place within it. This includes a clear exposition of what a human being is, of the human goal and a humane way of life. From this follow detailed propositions along all dimensions of human life, namely socio-economic organization, education, healthcare, means of production and exchange, justice and ecological sustenance. 
The philosophy, in its essence, states that: 
· The universe has a definite purpose, and it is harmoniously/co-existentially ordered. This purpose, and the harmony (order), can be understood: Human beings are the entities that can, and need to, understand it.

· This coexistence manifests as each entity being harmoniously ordered in itself, and playing a definite role in the larger harmonious order. The roles are mutually beneficial for all entities involved, and aligned with the purpose of the Cosmos. This characteristic is amply evident amongst the three categories of non-living matter, plants and animals. 
· The fourth category, namely human beings, are such that they need to understand the coexistence inherent in the universe to achieve harmony within themselves, and be in harmony/coexistence with other entities. For it is only on realising the harmonious order inherent in the universe that human beings understand their role/purpose in it, and their relationship with all other entities. Being in harmony within themselves, and living in harmonious coexistence with all other entities is then a natural corollary.
· Not only can each human being understand the entire Universe, and its inherent harmonious, co-existential order; each human being needs to understand this to be able to live in harmonious coexistence with all other entities. This is ‘true’ human nature, which will bring lasting fulfilment to all human beings.
· More specifically, in human beings, the coexistence manifests as

· a  realization of the universal order (Truth) in the individual

· as mutually fulfilling relationships and prosperity in families

· as trust, justice, complementarity and a unified social order in society

· as a sustainable and ever-enriching relationship with nature

It is this that is the goal of human life. Nothing short of this can provide lasting fulfilment to any human being; nothing more than this is sought. The philosophy outlines the knowledge/content and the mechanisms/systems (for example, in education, production, healthcare, social organisation, etc) required in order to create such a world order. It is this that needs to be understood and evaluated by any human being who feels that these goals are worth pursuing. 
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Nagaraj Sharma – the propounder of this philosophy – was born in 1920, in a small village called Agrahar in the Hasan district of Karnataka (India), in a family of renowned Vedic scholars. From an early age, questions arose in his mind – both regarding some logical inconsistencies within the Vedanta philosophy, and the inequalities present in the traditional Hindu way of life. Although his teachers and elders were unable to provide him with satisfactory answers, they suggested that he would find his answers in the state of Samadhi (the culmination of the practice of absolute concentration). He went to Amarkantak (Madhya Pradesh) in 1950 to work towards the attainment of this state. He attained Samadhi in 1970, only to realize that no answers emerged in this state. He then went on to practice an improvised version of Sanyam (a meditative step beyond Samadhi). It was during this state that he realized the inherent order of the Universe. Saha-Astitvavaad is an elucidation of this insight. He has also documented the entire philosophy as a set of ten books which are in Hindi. Over the past decade a wide spectrum of people have been introduced to these ideas – students and teachers of some of the best educational institutions in India, social activists, rural and urban audiences, working men and women, housewives – and it has met with strong acceptance amongst most of them. 
It is through education that these ideas can get universalized, thereby building ground for creating a just, humane and ecologically sustainable society. This is an invitation for you to examine and understand this philosophy, and help incorporate them into education to help create a better world.
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