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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is a sociological study of science in the khadi movement, the popular socio-

political movement for the revival of hand-spun and hand-woven cloth (khadi) initiated 

by Gandhi in 1918. By locating the khadi movement within the larger frame of Gandhian 

science, this study seeks to recover the missing element of science in Gandhian studies 

and the missing Gandhi in science studies in India. At another level this study seeks to 

reconfigure the notion of khadi as a mere symbol of freedom by explicating the Gandhian 

notion of the experiment — Prayog — and highlighting its continuing significance for 

understanding the crisis in contemporary textile production in India. The first chapter 

places the study vis-à-vis the literature on Gandhian studies, the social studies of science 

and earlier works on khadi. The reason for using the `khadi archive' as the field is also 

explained. By presenting a detailed examination of Gandhi's writings on science, chapter 

2 challenges the popular representation of Gandhi as anti-science and highlights elements 

of his method. The contributions of community workers like Maganlal and others in the 

early spread of the movement is examined in chapter 3 as also the emergence of the 

Ashram as a laboratory. In chapter 4, the Gandhian notion of innovation is explored 

through the various experiments on the charkha initiated both within the movement and 

in the public domain through the Charkha Prize competition. This is followed by an 

examination of the khadi method behind the technical and institutional experiments of the 

late thirties and early forties. Chapter 5 demonstrates how the khadi movement was able 

to extend prayog beyond the historical Gandhi by continuing to challenge the statist 

understandings of science in independent India following upon Gandhi's death. Chapter 6 

shows how this model was stifled and eventually ruptured due to the contrasting research 

vision of 'official' khadi under the KVIC (Khadi and Village Industries Commission). 

The study concludes in chapter 7 by pointing to the khadi movement as `science in civil 

society' — a science that can provide solutions to the contemporary crisis of suicides by 

cotton growers on the one hand and starvation deaths by handloom weavers on the other. 
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