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o ABSTRACT

‘THE MYTH OF SARVODAYA ACCORDING
TO VINOBA

N Shrinivas Tilak

The present study hés as its objective a critical
‘ -examination of thenéhpught of Vinoba Bhave, the acknowledged -
Ieader of the contemp;rary Sarvodaya movement in India which
strives to implement a program for a new social order based
on a sense of spiritual autonomy of man, of equalit& in
 lan hqlaings and in the governance “Of 4 communitarian 1life-
style; The dominant modé of Vinoba's thought as reflected in
his works on Sarvodaya, it is argued here, is myth--which undef
* his guidance is developlng into a general 1deblogy of non-
violent revolutlon and social’ change and is designed to affect
three social institutions: brOperty, ?olity and gender. The
Myth of Sarvodaya, it is argued below; is woven around certain

i

key symbols operating in Hindu tradition and culture and
for ordering the ideal Saryodayé‘sociéty. Secondly, it also,

" .tries to chart progqéms for socig} and cooperative ‘action in
coécert with the ideologically éefined goals of Sarvodaya. Thke
present study contends that despite its limited,suécess as a ,
practical argument, the Myth-of Safvddaya iﬁ its drive towards
the redefinition of gociél reiationships ;nd creation of con=
gerles of revxtallzed and self-contained VLllages nonetheless ) \
makes a p051t1ve contrlbutlon to the renewal and deepenlng of .

4

the cooperative movement in India.

attempts to provide its intended audience with orientations . -

e - Vot
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A NOTE ON| TRANSLITERATION OF SANSKRIT TERMS AND INDIAN :NAMES
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:_All hechnl al Sanskrit terms are underllned and are Lot
transllter ted with dlacrltlcal marks. Thus, dana»
zagna. L - ' L L e
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All c0mmon1y known Sanskrit texts, Indlén proper names

and Sanskrﬂt technical terms relnterpreted by Vinoba
Bhave are npt underllned and are transllterated W1thout
dlacrltlcal\marks. Thus, Mahabharata, VlVekananda,

- Bhoodan. | - ’ AL R .o : '
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Sibilants, wherever they occur are transllterated w1th
approprlaye dlacrltlcal marks. Thus, Saktl, Upanlsad.
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E "« ' CHAPTER I

SARVODAYA: GENESIS, MYTH AND IDEOLOGY

’ !

Introduction

The ¢odtemporary'5arv5deya movement:in»;ndia
.is 'in principle(endorsedlby'ell those who hold themselves
commiéted'to the Gandhian soeigizghi;oépphy and would iﬂclude
;man§ !ntellectuals end pélitiqiaﬁs in beth the ruling éongress
\anﬂ other polltlcal partxes. ‘Gandhism in pesé—independence,
Indla Qhowever, has evolved along two distinct dire€tions.
One school, known ag'"polltlcal Gandhlsm"l is represented
) by thoee Congreésméh like. Nehru, who have sought to realize
.at 1east some of the Gandhlan goals by orthodox political
.actlpn; To‘?he extent they | have been successful, it has
}oundfihstltutlonal expression in spch official organizations
and pclicies‘as Village Industries'Commiss;oh and the
-Panehayati—f%j.(locel self-geVernmentj. The second school,
known ae'"revolgtionary.Gandhism,"2 constigetes-the.

Qanguard of the Sarvodayé movemeﬁt. The study that follows

here is cOncerned w1th thls Second type of Gandhism as.

¢

1 The expression is used in Geoffrey Ostergaard and
Melville Currell,. The Gentle Anarchists: A Study of the
Leaders of the Sarvodaya Movement for Non-violent Revolution
in India (London; Clarendon Press, 1971), p. 6. (Hereafter
referred to as G tle). '

2 ibidn, p. 7. o !

It
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expressed by Vinoba Bhave,l the eighty-five year old -~

spiritual heir of Gandhi and the acknowl,edged leader and

inspirer of the Sarva Seva Sangha, the body t'hat promotes

Sarvodaya ideals as inspired by Gandhi.
& < As enVJ.saged by Gandh;.,2 the basis of Sai:vodaya
(welfare of all) would be all—embrac1ng love and non-

v:Lolence where no 1nd1vidua], will be suppressed or exglmted

All will be equal members in this idegl social order,: shHaring

in the produce.of each other's labor; the strong proi:ecting

,the weak; the rich functioning as the trustees of the poor.

K

In t;hel countryside, Gandhi hoped that the landlords would

read the signs of the times and voluntarily share their

property with the poor so that "the villages of India wbuld .

be turned into abodes of peace, health and comfo::'*t:."3 Gandhi
believed that Western forms of political orgapization and
action would be unsuitable for such a purpose and suggested

instead the revival of the traditional village councils

-

1 Vinoba's full name is Vinayak Narahari Bhave but
he is popularly known as Vinoba and books authored by him
are published under that name. In the subsequent pages he
will be referred to as Virioba. Similarly, the terms “"Sarvo-
dayaghovement” and "Sarvodaya" should, unless otherwise
indicated, be construed in the narrower sense of the movement
centered upon Vinoba and Sarva Seva Sangha.

2 M. K. Gandhl, Sarvodaxa (Ahnmdabad- Navajivan
Publlshlng House, 1964) g .

3 1bid., pp. 234-35.

F 4
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_ were expected to play a prominel role in the runnlng of

~

A -

(Panchayats) which he thought would also help -instill the

spirit of initiative and autonomy among the peépleﬂ Woden .

these councils. Gandh1 held a gynoce%erlc view of the world

and aceorded prlmacy to women in his ideal social order
3
since he held women to be incarnation of non-violence, love .

~

Kand truth-%&pe tharee means that he visualized for the purpose

\

of realizing his ideals.1 ‘ . /

In 1941 Gandhi published the pamphlet The Constructive

£ v

Programme: Its Meaning and Place,2 listing eighteen items {

/ -
»

of social work which he thought crucial for attaining the

goal of Sarvodaya. The list included'among others, the

development of Khadi (handspun yarﬁ), promotion of village

1ndustr1es, adoption of nayee tallm (craft centered educatlon),

'y
raising the status of women, working to secure economic

equality, organ121ng the kis3dns (peasants) and protecting
their rights. Any othef person was-invited to add to the
list any item provided it was consistent with the prineiple
of non~violence. To carry out the various' items o% this
program Gandhi helped.found-sueh assoeiations as All India

Spinner's Aésociation, the All India Village Industries

A"

a

1’}bid,, pp. 234-35.

2 {Ahmedabad: Navajivan Publishing House), p. 20.

I4
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and work for the promotion of Sarvodaya.

, . , a
Association, etc. More significantly, shortly before his

" assassinatlon on January 30, 1948, Gandhi had proposed

that the Congress Party should disband as a political party

»

Gandhi's proposal created a dlle%ma ﬁgr Nehru,l who

preferred a strong federal and 1ndﬁ§tr1allzlng state v

“(although he recognized the need of land reforms) as against

a commonwealth of self-sufficient agricultural communities

‘favored by Gandhi. But Nehru was only Gandhi's/;olitical

' heir, not a saint. He was also a ;iberél democrat, a

passionate and a loyal one. He, Therefore, rejected Gandhi's

advice on the ground thgt'the‘dissolution of the Congress

-

Party would create a political vacuum, leading to anarchy

and ruin of the country.

~

But both the government led by Nehru and the nation ¥\\\

facéd a formidaﬁle task. The countryside at EEe time exhi-
bited a féur-tier stratification based on'laﬁdipwnershipm
At the tgp there were the zam%ndﬁrs who had their l;%d
cultivatsg/;hfough h%zed labor an% disquised tenaﬁts. Next
came the group of self-cultivators with twentf or more o
acres of land to their credit and who led a relatively -
comfortable style of life. The third tier was made up of

small peasants who owned only a tiny plot of land. 1In

A Jawaharlal Nehru (1889-1964) was India's flrst prime
mlnaster from 1947-1964.

' : * . / ‘(
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addition to tilling their own piece, they also worked as
agricultural laborers on the.land of the big farmers. The
landless laporers came at thé bottom of the heap. The
areas wiéh the highest proportion of this last groﬁp have
been the areas of wet paddy culti ation.I;\the eastern and
southern regions of India. Th%ii:Lsortment of agricultu}al{
laborers, besides occupying the last rung, has also\?een
socially undefprivilegéd in other ways. There is, for
example, a large concentration of untouchables, tribals
and women among thap. In fact, the straé&fication based on
land ownersh}p is also reflected in the village social and
economic organization as characterized by the'iégi and
jajamani interrelationships. Jati is anlendogawous group
and follows certain characteristic patterns of behavior
and hds certain assigned attributes, the principle among
. which is a specialized occupation. The traditional modes

$?of exchange between the j3atis involve a range of relationships

fro& contractual, individual transaétions‘to supportive,

D
group-oriented long'term multiplex bonds. &%e latter,

i
-

*

more durable relations are essentially those betwe$n a
landed,’foqh producing family and the families that supply
it with services like carpentry, washing clothes and labor.
These are called jajamani felations. Tﬁe,térm‘derives from
Sanskrit, xajamana "sacrificgi," that is, a ﬁatron who has
a certain sacrificé performed for him by a competent

ritualist for-a fee. However, the term now has come to mean

+

»
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anyone standing in the felationship of patron, while the

men wﬂo perform the service (Xilﬁi) are known as EariJ;;.
Traditionally the zalamana, in return for the servﬁce
rendered, offers in k;nd 11ttle more (dana) than is due

the servant. Although'in theory the jajamani system.stresses
the element of reciprocity, the éggg (gift) involved in the

-

process tilts the nature of excﬁange and power relationship

v .
in favor of the Xa;éﬁana.
‘Given the high degree of concentration lnﬂland,and -

the inequaIiEy evident in’ landlord and tenant, jat¥ and
jajamdni rélations; it is not surprising that the three
common features in the Indian countr&side have pJen3poverty T
- v

and inequality and, as a conseﬁuence of the two, rising
discontent. In recognizing the poverty aﬁd‘ipeqﬁality as:
a problem ofﬁcentral significance and the belief éhat
villagérs'sh02fd be encouragéd(to £ e/sgge sort of collec-
‘tive action to deal with it, the'aqucates of Peth the
"political Gandpism" and "rebolytionary Gandhism" were ;t
one. Both placed much emphasis on land reforms and land ~
redistribution as the kéy to social justice‘in the villages;
but they differed widely with rgéard to the strategies to | ¢
be adopted for the implementatioﬁtof reforms.

Yhe Congréss, in power at center and in the provinceé,
opéned the first éhase of land feforms in 1949 by abolishing

the zamlndarl system and by brlnglng all the Ycultivators” -

into dlrect relatlonsh{p with the state‘ However, the term

. .
5 - . . -




. \Ffl\' tenants-at-will. Thus,‘ﬁhé abolition of zamind3ri in

-~

3 ) ) -~ -
///~ needed to level out the inequalities which survived the

: > \ » [ : L3
"cultivators" was so defined in the statutes that besides
~ the self-cultivators, it also included old zamindars wh?

still held sizeable chunks of land operated for them bY%y

L
[y

itself did not create a socially homogenous class of culti-

A
vators operating family farms of broadly the same size across

y
a N

L}
‘the country, the dréam dear to Gandhi. Nor did it do away
v F 4
with sharecropping and other forms of tenancy which, in
fact, had.also existed outside the zamindiri area in ‘the

eastern and southern zones of India. New laws were thus .

first round of reforms.., These began to be enacted in tJie
~—aifferent states in the 1950's. . Such reforms, however,

were designed to affect'the lé;ded and those with t®nuous

) }gnancy rights. The plight of the landless laboxers who

comprise almost a quarter of the total ggricultural7work

force, did not receive any serious attention.1 And obviously

they continued to suffer fnjustice under the persisting

jati and jajamani relationships. o '. . >
S Disillusioﬁed‘by the Congressmen'; refusalnto -
disband the‘Congress, a group of prominent Gandhian ) .
. constructive workers, including Vinoba, met in a conference _
) in March 1328 and decided to form a loosely structu:;d,

, *
e ) P *
1 For‘a balanced evaluation of the government=-

- < Sponsored land reforms; see Daniel and Alice. Thorner, Land
and Labour in India (New York: Asia Publishing House, k?62)

LN y
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apolitical fellowship of Lok sevaks (servants of e people),
) 4
to be known as the Sarvodaya Samaj.1 A year later, another

body, the Akhil Bharat Sarva Seva Sangha (the All India

A330c1at10n for the Service and Welfare of All) was formed . 4

to bring under one umbrella the diverse associations

inspired by Gandhi to implement the "Constructive Programme."2

In 19§gj disappointed by the government's inability to solve

the problem of landlessness and to check the rising discontent

[}

in the countryside, the Sarvodagg Samaj endorsed a "plan"
- ¢
designed to "eliminate poverty anqlinequality" in India.
E f

The "plan," submitted by the Samaj's Sarvodaya Planning

Committee, rejected the principle of proprietorship as being

] ] L ] ) ,
"incongruous with the economic and social needs bf our times.”

Rights in land, it was stated, should be "shared between the

commwnhity and the tiller."3

But rhetoric apart, the Samaj in its turn was unable
to take any pract1ca1 steps towards the solutloh of the
agrarlén pfoblem. With the advent of independence, -national
interest and attention had shifted to New Delhi. Therg was

little of the dramatlc in the "Constructive Programme" and

o

. _ ¢
1 - X \

Shriman Narayan, Vinoba: His Life and Work {Bombay :
Popular Prakashan, 1970), p 172. (Hereafter referred to
as Life). .

2tpbid., p. 173.

3Joan Bondurant and Margaret/ W, Fisher, Indian
Approaches to a Socialist Society (Berkeley: Unlver51ty of
California, Institute of International Studies, 1956), “p. 37.

- (Hereafter referred to as Indian).” \

| { [
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‘no spectacular technique to rival the weapon of saty3graha.

Finally, there was no natipnally recognized charismatic
leader to crystallize the iésues; inspire a movement and
mobilize a mass following\ Then suddenly, in fpril 1951,
there, appeared Vinoba on the scene to put "yrevolutionary |

' 2

¥Gandhism" at the vanguard of the Sarvodaya movement.

L) —

thoba was born in 1895 in the small
/

. v\.' ‘Gagode in the western state of Maharashtra. ccording to
< &inoba, he inherited the qualities Jf asceti
"altruism from his mother; while his father, a tektile
technologist, inculcated in him love for sctefice and
hathemat;ks. ! The father wanted Vinoba to graduate in
science but on his way to w;iteTEhe college entrance exami-
natiofi, Vinoba s ddénly changed his mind and instead arrived
in varanasi (Benares), the seat of traditional learn%ng.‘
Here he;began studying Sanskrit and also ehtered into cdntact
with polﬁtical activists and terrorists. Later in the year
he happened to read accounts of Gandhi's speech béfore the
newly opened Bengres Hindu University. -Overwhelmed, Qe
" sent a long 1et:::\;b\qipdhi who promptly replied. A long
, correspondence déveloped betweenothe two and Gandhi invited

the young man to join his aSrama at Sabarmati near Ahmedabad.

R \7‘ _ 1 Vinoba [Bhave] , Third Power, trans. Mérjorie
Sykes and K. S. Acharlu (Varanasi: _Sarva Seva Sangha

‘Prakashan, 1972), p. 40. (Hereaft¢r referred to as Third
Power) .

y

e s e e ety s e et




They met on June 7, 1916. Vinoba, then twenty-one, wrote

of this meeting:l . N

‘When I was at Kashi (Benares), my main
ambition was to go to the Himalayas. Also
there was an inner longing to v1z;t Bengal.
Providence took me to Gandhiji, and I found
in him not only the peace of the Himalavas,
but also the burning fervour of revolution
typical of Bengal. I said to myself that
both of my desires had been fulfilled.

In January 1921, aAbraﬁch of the §§rame was opened
at Wardha in Central India and Vinoba was sent there to take
charge. The years between 1921~1947 were spent here in
meditation and in qiv1ng practical expression to the items N

of the "Constructive Programme™--in particular khadi, Village

Industries, and nayee tAlim. In 1940, Gandhi chose Vinoba

to be the first resistor to court arrest in the individual

rion-violent satyagraha. Theﬂiggrt imprisonment won Vinoba

recognition and confirmed him as Gandhi's spiritual heir.
After Gandhi's assessinaﬁion in 1948, he increasingly
identified himself with the school of "revoldtienary Gandhism"
and helped establish the,Sarvodaya Samaj and the All India
Se;va Seva Sangha. -

In 1951, the Sarva Seva Sangha held its third session
in the princely state of Hyderabad which typ;cally exhibited

the three common features of Indian countryside: .pqverty}

N

. ! Suresh Ram, Vinoba and His Mission, 3rd ed. rev.
and enl. (Varanasi: Sarva Seva Sangha Prakashan, 1962),
pp. 15-16. (Hereafter referred to as Mission).

- ' . ! %
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inequality and rising discontent. 1In addiﬁion, the state _

L

was run with iron hand 5& its autocratic ruler, the Nizam. ..
On the eve of the independence of India when British
paramountcy over the princely s%pte endég, there were
upfisings against the rule of the Nizam who reta{iated with
vengeance. Finally, the Government of India intervened and
the Nizam was deposed. The Communist Party of India took
advantage of the énsuing chaos and incited the landless 8
labofers in the state to murder the landlords“and forcibly
to grab their lands. 1In the rejion Known as Telangana,'the'
communists managed to establish a parallel government for 5
while and Let‘&oose a reign of terror. When tﬁe copference
was over, Vinoba toured through the affécted districts of -
Telangana and_ tried to acquaint himself with"ﬁhe"prbblems\of
the region. He exchanged views with the jailed communists
and their sympathizers. W;ile touring through the village
of Pochampalli, he was approached by a groub of unéouéhable
laborers who fequested him to procure fégrthem from'tﬁe ,'t
government so&e'land for tilling. Knowing tbé'record of -,

the government on the question, at the evehing prayer meeting
Vinoba asked if anyone could make § e@ acres of land available

for the untouchablés. To his‘surpr' e, a farmer stepped

o
forward and offered 100 aqres;l(/This was on April 18, .1951.
- -——— R , ‘ - '

»

1 S. Narayan, Life,~pp.’190492. . » ' ' Ty

2
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. . . +
The eyvent opened up a new concept in Vinoba's m1nd~—Bhoodan

(gift of land).' Vinoba was conVaned that the problem of
land hunger can be solved without government intervention,
Generous landlords like the one of POchampalll must not -be
wantlng in other parts of the country.
Indeed, in the fifty-one days of his tour through
E;' o Telangana that followed he managed to secure glfts totalling
over 12,000 acres“from farmers, b1g and small. Encouraged ]
R be tge results, Vinoba proceeded on hls.walking tour in_
various states: Utter'Pradesh, Bihar, Orissa, Kerala. The '

movement of Bhoodan-yajna graduélly began to unfold. To

P

those who owned no lardd, Vinoba appealed to contribute
v A ¢ v : v e o
. P L, -
labor (Sramadan)) or cash (Sampattidan), oh their own
initiative} for communal service (xajﬁa). vaer‘the next

[3

twenty years Vinoba"marched'throughout lndia several times
collecting land. During that period his dailv routlne
scarcely vari_ed,.l His -day would begin at 3330 é;m?ﬁﬁ?tn
prayers and hymns vith hiS‘oloseﬁhmdigciplee. 'At~4:30 a.m.
he'would take to the road, avereging'ebout four niles per'

hour. At sunrise he would camp for the'day~in rhe village

nearby. He would then have ‘his flrst ‘meal of . the day. The

.
Ll

1 This account is based on Joln Horvat, "N Saint
Walks in India", Sarvodaya Seva Sangha, Bhoodan as Seen by

<« the West: An Appralsal of the Land 6ift Mission by Some
. Western Seekers (Tanjore, Sarwvodaya Prachuralayam, '1958),
. pp..18-19. (Hereafter referred to as West). .
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menu varied rarely: milk and.yogurt,;fruit‘juibe‘and raw

PY ’

vegetables. After an hour's rest he would receive visitors--

landlords and the 1and1ess~~read and dlctate Between two

and feur in the afternoon he would spln yarn, a\symbcllc

hfp T ' . ritual instituted by Gandhl. After ‘the- second‘meal he-would

- | _convene the evenlng prayers with the vxllagers in 3551stance.
He would then addreSS the audience, always trylng to add

KR soﬁethihg new to his repetitionoof'his,appeal for’ land and
N, . ;

cash to dlstrlbute. In ‘addition to hrs regular retlnue of

~

half a ddzen, a number of temporary Lokgsevaks would walk

with 'him to get experience and“;nsplratlon be\ re returnlng

- ’ . * R 1\ ’

C- _to spread the message of Sarvodaya in their ow home areas.

’

1 3] /
‘ The government passed spec1al legislatlon to leglfimate and

srmpllfy the transfer of land colleqtedfunder the Bhoodan
program; Ideally,” landlessfrlllagers were asked to put in
,;' | their’blaims ahd‘;r QOhatfens did not -meet the demands, they
wére invitea‘to.decide amongjthemSelves whose need was
) greatest. In the erent of disagreement, vil eaders
_i were shﬁmoned,'and if they too failed, a iottery st Held.
“Ip dny case, new receivers of land were required'to pledge
ndt to -alienate it for ten years.
.7 . Initially, the emphasis of the Bhoodan campaign was
N on appeals'for:volhntary donations from generous landlords.
The unexpected success of the campaign, however, emboldengd

vinoba to come out with a demand for one-sixth of the

o s e e e -
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// property fromhall landholders. * At the-annugl SafVodgya'
conference at Chandil, Bihar in ;553{ he éuﬁ forth a
national plan for the colléction, by the end of i?S?) of
fifty million acres of ‘'land through the Bhoodan‘campaién.
The target, amounting to nearly one—six;h of tpe to;qi‘ldndi

. '
then under cultivation, was fixed on the ground that this

¢

much land would provide five acres of ary land or one acre -

~ \

of.wet paady land to each of the estimated ten million -
families who had no %Fna at all and who had- remained unaffested
by the first round of land‘réfo:ms,initiéted by the governdeht.
But as the ‘subsequent developments clearly showed, this kind
of ambiti&n.and rhetoric was neither entirely bractical,nor
‘coﬁplekeiy realizable. ,(The landlords who initially responded
- favorably to his/gppeal% were alarmed by Vinoba's déﬁand for
ope-gixth of tﬁeir total Holdings and by the growing

/
"socialistic" and "revolutionary" rhetoric of his speeches.

As 4 result, by the :arget date only 4,381,871 acres of land
was collected, of which only 654,641 acres had been redistri-
buted. A decade later, in 1367 when the)Bhoodaﬁ activig§

for ail practical‘purposes had come to an end, the correspo
ding figures were 4, 164,096 acres (this figure is lower tha
that' for 1957 because some of the donors iater reclaimed their
gifts or reneged on their promises) and 1,190,718 acres 'W

/

respectively.l ‘

.

~ .

1 K. R. Nanekar and S. V. Khandewale, Bhoodan and
the Landless (Bombay: Popular Prokashan, 1973), pp. 6-10:"
(Hereafter referred to as Landless).

< -~
>
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Just about the time the Bhoodan.campaign had begun

to .falter, Vitioba came up with the idea of Graq@an (village
in gift). The concept of Gramdan is examined in more detail

in the next chapter. It suffices to’'note here that under ' -

Gramdan the landlords were invited to make all the land in e

a given village available for cultivation by the entire b

~village. Although Gramdan had been implicit in the Bhoodan
concept, the differences between the two are éignificant.

The latter involved donations frém individuals: Gramdan
involves community action. Under Bhoodan, individual owner-
ship of landﬁwas retained; unéer Gramdan it is to be ng ~
abolished and ownership vested in the village community. )
And finally, whereas under Bhoodan the beneficiary was an
individual or a group of individuals, under Gramdan the
beneficiary would be theaentire-village. In brieffothe
substitution of Gramdan for Bhoodan represented a move from

a basically individualist to a basically socialist program.
But the patently‘revolﬁtionary‘character of Gramdan made it
difficult to promote.1 Although the Congress (including
Nehru) and other political parties endorsed Gramdan as a

desirable method of land reform, in -practice Vinoba's

e 5.
-

N

1 Ostergaard and Currell, Gentle, pﬂ 10.

4
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movement received little support from them.1 ’ .
Nevertheless he plodded on and by 1964 over 6,000
villages had declared for Gramdan. Their distribution

throughout the country, however, was much less even than in

16

the case of Bhpodan and were often concentfated in the tribal

areas. By 1965 the pace of Gramdan, too, slackened con-
siderably. Under the circumstanées, a new approach was
develope%k}n,the(form of Sulabh Gramdan (infra Chapter 2)
which represented a concession to the prindiples of private
ownership. The concept of Sulabh Gramdan gave a new impetus
to the movement which soon broadened into Prakhand-dan (that
is, a block of villages declaring themselves for Gramdan)

and Zilladan (the entire district declaring for the Gramdan)

" By 1969 there were 100,000 villages in the Gramdan category,

7,000 blocks and seventeen districts.'2 This was no mean
achievement. Yet Vinoba felt utterly dejected becaus€ he
had hoped to see the whole of Iﬁdia reconstituted into
Gramdan village; by the birth centenary of Gandhi ;; October
1969. He attributes the poor performance of the Bhoodan-
Gramdan movement to the selfish and violent nature of the

male species. Like Gandhi, he now takes a gynocentric view

of the world and believes that women must take over the

-»

1 Vinoba voiced this complaint in a speech at Bodh
Gaya in October 1968. The speech is-reproduced in full in-

. Vinoba [Bhavg]’ Third Power, pp. 125-26.

2 Ostergaard and Currell, Gentle,’p. 10. "

.
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Y
management of the Viliage and dislopdge men from their seats
of ééwer; (This' is treated more fully in Chapter 4 y - L
Be51des puttlnq women in power, he rnow belleves, a peaZeful
revolution in education is required. Since 1970, therefore,
. Vinoba has delegated the responsibility of Bhoodan and
. ‘ Gramdanfcampaiéns to his lieutenants. He, himself, is now )
engagéd in mobilizing women- and teachers for the cause of
Sarvodaya. Education, according to him, must be made

, , - ¥
pragmatic and craft-centered. His latest message, therefore,

to students and teachers alike is:‘ "Ask for land-gifts, P
.study and teach, work for Graﬁdan, study and teach, form
. Santi sena,1 study and teach, make kh3di villaQé—centered,
2 -_—TSTe—

study and teach."”
. Some indication of the size of the movement toward
\1970.méy be” gauged from the number of workers involved in
it. Because of the loose structure of the movement, no
it
accurate estimate is possg'le. A figure of aboﬁt 9,000 full
time Lok Sevaks who signed a pledge to further the cause of
Sarvod and to remain free ff/y association with any kind
of paxSand power politics is generally quoted in Sarvodaya

literature. A figure of about 20,000 others, ‘capable of

mobilization for short periods or~g%}t~time activity on

1 Sarvodaya version of police. See infra Chapter 2.

2 . R \\
Vinoba [BhaveL Third Power, p. 88




behalf of Sarvodaya movement, is also estima'ted.l Over the
years the Sarvodaya movement‘attrigted many intellectuals
and retired politicians. ?erﬁaps the most‘}ﬁfluenéial
among éhem to join in as a Lok Sevak was Jayapfﬁkaéh Narayan
(1902-1980) . Narayan was trained in Socioiogy at Madisénl‘
Wisconsin and,bggan hig political cafeer in India as :
Marxist-Leninist. Eventually he driited through the Congress
to democratic socialism.  SIn 1954 he came under the spell of
Vinocba and became an ardéﬁ%ﬁchampiOn of Sarvodaya. His major \
contribution has been as a theoretician and "tranglq}or" of
Vinoba's mythically:dressed arguments into orthodéx Rolitical'
language compgghensible to the intellegtuals. His bopkcgggg

Socialism td Sarvodayazz is one of the clearest expressions

|
|

of the contrést”between Marxist ideology and what Gandhi

desired for India. In the course of his passage toward
Sari?daya, Narayan progressively shed his reliance and faith ”5\
in violent revolutigns, parliamentary democracy and party
politicsf He enthu:gastically supported Vinoba's views on

decentralization and helped him formulate the "Myth of ,

Gram-svaraj" (infra Chapter 3). s

iS5y

\ -

& ”

1 Ostergaard and Currell, Gentle, p. 13.

2 (Varanasi: Sarva Seva Sangha Prakashan, 1957).
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The Scope of the Present S5tudy ¢

The initial success of the Bhoodan campaign attracted

considerable attention in India and abroad. 1In the wake of
4
the successful agrarian revolution in China, Bhoodan.was <

1 Less

seen as a viable,“non-violent élternative to Maoism.
attention was paid to the spcial and political philosophy‘
of which Bhoodan and Gramdan were practical expressions.
When a decade later popular interest in the movemen£ waned,
partly because it failed to achieve its short term objective
of’abolishing landlessness, scholars turned to a critical
examination of its philosophy.2 But there still remain ?
many aspeFts of the Sarvodaya movement which have not been
studied.: How and in what form Sarvodaya ideals are communi-
cated to the masses, for example, still remains unexplored.
Any social movement, if it is to réalize'goals it" upholds,
must effectively commgniéate its key‘ideals t& its‘intended

-

v * audience in order to motivate them to "join" it. .Vinoba has
- \

- @ / ;

! This is reflected in several articles on the
~Bhoodan movement by Western journaligts and other sympathi-
zers of Gandhian_social philosophy rgproduced in Sarvodaya

Seva Sangha, West.

2 Strongly critical views on the Sarvodaya movement
and its philosophy are expressed in Adi Doctor, Anarghist
Thought in India (Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1964). o
(Hereafter referred to as Anarchist); Adi Doctor, Sarvodaya:
A Political and Economic Study (Bombay: Asia Publishing
House, 1367). (Hereafter referred to as Sarvodaya); T. K: -
Oomen, Charisma, Stability and Change: An Analysis of Bhoodan-
Gramdan Movement in India (New Delhi: Thomson Press, 1972).
(Hereafifr referred to as Charisma). ,

2
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. ' .. . .
chosen the direct contact method of communication. Walking
from village to wjllage in the manner of a traditional sadhu.

“ . ,
_ (wandering ascetic), he preaches the need to evclvé\a non- '’
. . f\,» ) l-
violent and. egalitarian social order.’ T (é
de- to examine

~

In what followsngeldw, an attem?t is ma : ‘”
2nd to evaluate critically the extent to which Vindba has
succeeded in formulating the ideology'of Sarvodaya!hnd
. ‘ ‘I\ i
transmitting it to the masses. For the purpose, I rely

upon various statements made by Vinoba during the course

¥

of his footmarches undertaken throughout India bet&een 1961

and 1970. But it is essential to appreciate the. circumstances

and conditions under which these statements were made. Vi,nobé?’E

"does not attempt to present a comprehengive theory of distri-,
[ ,

butive“justice or revolutionary changes Rather, he is engaged

in developing a plan of a@tiﬁn. In doing so, he finds for it

Qe

a theoretical justification and resorts to myth making,¢singce
; g > ,\
it is the vehicle well suited for, communicating that program

of action to a largely illiterate but cultured,populace.l

The present study of Vinoba's ideas,,there;ore) is ?lso\;
(7 ‘ .
study of his ability to select traditional myths and symbols

-4 .
and to re-interpret] them in order to communicate his ideas’ ’
) B wd ;
I
to his inEgnded au {ence.
. L i
“For our purpose, Vinoba's intellectual actigity may

be divided into two phases. During the'firsi phase he spent

v

1 The point is made in Bondurant and Fisher, Indian, .
po 37. MR .
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'thirty-two years of his liﬁé in the limited confines of his
a8rama and his fscholarship followed the typical pattern of ,

a traditional pundit. He studied and wrote on texts of

high brahminism: the Upani.:sads", the Bhagavad Gita and the

Vedanta. ‘;e<'spent lgng hours in solitary meditation on

. 0
brahman away from the untutored masses. The Bhoodan movement i

Al

‘radically changed his intellectual outlook and output. It %

turned the pundit into a myth-maker. It inspiréd in "him

new ‘and creative ideas on fighting injustice and ipequality

v . . :
with love and non-violences. '“This new concern for his fellow-

men is reflected in his Bhood.am-yajna.l Written2 ?with child~’

g

.
like simplicity, the book abounds in myths and stories drawh

Erom the tradition but sultably.modlfled to carry a recurrlng

central message: 1and redistribution is the key to social

2

equality‘ and peace. Another important work, Thlrd Power 3

(see suptra) aﬁpeared in 1972. A compilation of his various
speéeches and addresses, it charts a.distinct course between
the two competing .ideologies in ;:ontempogary India: consti-

tutional democracy and communism. Based on a thorough-going

1]

decentralization, it promotes the idea of Gram-svaraj

‘1 Vlnoba [Bhave] ’ Bhoodan Yajna: Land Gifts Mission
(Ahmedabad: Napjivan, 1953). (Hereafter referred to as

& Bhoodan).

2 8ver the years Vinoba has acquired working -
knowledge of all the fifteen major languages of India and
aﬂdresses his audience in the language.of the region. The
talks then are thematically rearranged, translated intg
Hindi and English, and published under his name by Sarva .

. Seva Sangha. ~ - .

P
l 3

/ o
. .
,
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(autonomous village repdblic). In Women's Powgr,l brought
, ) —
out in 1975 by the Sarva Seva Sangha to commemorate the

International Wemen's Year, Vinoba draws on mythoiogical
literature and histofy to eortray an_ideal image of Indian
women . ‘By Pointing out that in the past wémen were accorded .
positions of dignitywand respect in family and society and
enjoyeé freedom of expression, he.hopes to mobilize public
‘op{nion in favor of granting women a higher Status in society.

Talks on the Gita2 is a collection of lectures originally'

given by Vinoba to fellow prisoners in a jail at Dhule,
Maharashtra in 1932, It contains seeds of his philosophy
;of Ssarvodaya. In addition to these works‘of Vinoba, I have

. also consulted Suresh Ram, Vinoba and His Mission, (see supra)

which reproduces numerous extracts of Vincba's speeches maée
during the years between 1950 and 1960 and the texts of
resolutions passed at the armfiual Sarvodaya conference.

Even a cursory study of Vinoba's stateménts reveals
the dominant mode of his\thought-—myth.‘ ;n fact, the corpus
of his ideas may be styled the Myth of Sarvodaya. I£ is

woven around certain key symbof§ operating in Indian

1 (Varanasi: Sarva Seva Sangha Prakashan, 1975).

: » @
z.sth ed. (Varapasi: Sarva Seva Sangha Prak?ﬁﬁgn,

o

1974).
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tradition and culture and reflects what Geértzl }seeg as

two basic and interrelated functions of symbol: firstly,

it serves the "model of" function providing its intended
audience with orientations for ordering the world; secondly,
it serves "moédel for" strategies, that is, programs for
Sfderly social action in accordance with the ideologicaliy

v

idefined goals of Sarvodaya.

Samya-yogag The Idéological Basis of Sarvodaya

Besides myth, Vinoba's thought‘ig also deployed
together with other and more‘familiar kinds of discourse.
xlthough the basic Safﬁodaya ideals make for a reiatively
straightforward aﬁd engaging argument, the contemporar§/socio—

political context in which Vinobatgperates is much more

corplex. His account, therefore, inevitably deals with

“ideas touched upon also by philosophers, scientists and

p@}éticians promoting competing ideoclogies. Vinob% thus

£ifids it urged against him that what he asserts to be true
‘(from the stindpoint of his myth) is philosoplically and

scientifically false. Under the cifcumstances, if he is to ~

[

1 Following Clifford Geertz, symbol here is under-
stood as any object, event, or relation which serves as a
vehicle for a conception. The Interpretation of Cultures:
Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973).  'Their. "key"
status” 1s understood after Sherry Ortner, as symbols which
unlock the main thematic code of a c¢ivilization, incorpora-
ting more localized, dominant and ‘subordinate or minor
sym%pls,""On Key Symbols," AMerican Anthropologist 75
(Gctober 1973): 1343.

e
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persuade his ;Pdlence, he must show that his message is .
consistent wiﬁh prevailing values--many of which. happen to
be of Western inspirgtion--in contemporary India. ' He is

thus drawn into controversjes which have nothing mythical

about them. The result is that the Myth of Sarvodaya has come

L]

to incorporate in itself a body of disparate themes and
doctrines which Vinoba has\named Samya~-yoga (literally, the
yoga of equality). The key doctrine of Samya-yoga is
socialism which, Vinoba insists, is also the dominant theme
of the Gita. "Attainment to eguégimitz of mind, social

.
equality and spiritual identity with the Supreme," he

1 (emphasis

believes, "should be the ideal in one's life"
in original) . Like many Indian natienalists of tpis century,
Vincba finds in the metaphysics of Vedanta the basis for
instituting social service and welfare. To him,.b?ahman

-is the supreme and ultimate existent and one divine spark
animating all. The world is the vibrant manifestation of
brahman and life consists in the pursuit of the realization
of the supreme reality of brahman.z' The world around us,
believes Vinoba, is "an inspiration and invitation to us for

¢

1
Philosophy ¥or the Remaking of Man, comp. and trans.

.Vasant Nargolkar (Bombay: Bhartiya vidya Bhavan, 1964),

p. 1. (Hereafter referred to as Revolutionary).

)
2 Vinoba [Bhave] , Revolutionary, p. 4.

.

7

Vinoba [Bhavel] , Revolutionary Sarvodaya: ; L

- .t oo <
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%“-ﬂ/(N\ An important feature of Samya-yoga is the attempt to
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serying the community and striving for the welfére'of all."l

link doctrinaire soéﬁ%lism with the "Agra:iaﬂ"Creed" which
Erich Jacoby iden;ifies as the driving forgé that, irres-
pective of time, place and civilization, haé}gu1ded and

still guides, directly or indirectly, the peasant's way of .

X
thought and of those who are concerned with: their fate. It.

reflects, according to Jacoby, the hopes and aspirations of

peasants for a time when land will be as free as air and will
bélong to nobody and, therefore; to anybody who wishes to
till it. This. basic creed is colored and condltloned by
local myths and légends. In Samya-yoga 1t fani expressxbn

in the following statement of Vinoba:

My plea, that every sbn of the soil has a

right on Mother Earth, is not my own. The

Vedas had proclaimed it. No brother can

prevent another brother from serving his

mother. . . (and) _whosoever demands land

must have it. . . . .

\ (

But Samya-yoga differs significantly from mainline

socialism in ifs advocacy of a stateless society. Vinoba sees
the modern state with its claim tQ monopoly of the legal

v ' )

y

1 Quoted in Vasant Nargolkar, The Creed of Saint
Vinoba (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1968), p. 62.

2 Erich Jacoby, in collaboration with Charlotte
Jacoby, Man _and Land:- The Essential Revolution (New York:
Knopf, 1971; first Amé%lcan ed.), p. BS.

3 Vinoba {Bhavel , Bhoodan, p. 45.
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political power and violence as the instruments of change.

s - - B . )
. L.

inetruments of coercion as an obstacle to a free, cooperative

' sécial erder in Wthh men would 11ve in self~government. For

-
hlm, t@e duty of the 1nd1V1dual to obey his con501ence takes

'"precedence over the state s claim to obedlence. A further

important conditib‘ of a free society stressed by Vinoba is

9

decehtralization.1 Social and economic power must be dispersed

" if tyranny and explOLtatlon ared to be avoided. In working

for these goals, Vinoba would seem to 301n c1a551cal anarchists

in condemning orthodox pol;tlcal action. In this context,

both believe that no good service. can be rendered by the

state, political parties or democratic’ institutions.

'ﬁowever, Servodeya”COmmitment'to religiqe radically sets it

apart from Western anarchist'traditibn éf which only Tolstoy
based his anarchism on religious foundatione; )
Vinoba invests Samya-ycga with a revolutionary pers¥
pective and in the process makes interesting comments..on ‘
.

current theories of revoldt&:z:/zHe categorically rejects

Social values and attitudes, in his opinion, are more basic
than structures and, therefore, all attempts to bring about
changes by. coercive means (leglslaE@Qe or v101ent) will be

frustrated because, he 1nsxsts, the same old values will

continue to motivate behavior. But he is equally critical

- .

1 Vinoba [Bhave] , "Gandhi and Marx", Third Power,
pp. 1-17.
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of many Gandhians who shy away from "revolutionary Gandhism,"
+ -

. . .some who are always talking of peace

in actual effect believe in status quQ. They
‘are afraid of a change in human society. As
against this, people who want a social revo-
lution do not want to confine themselves

within the four walls of Ahimsa. . . But
what are we? We_are révolutionaries who
work peacefully. -

J
But thus put, it is difficult to state precisely the relat}on
of "revolutionary" Samya-yoga to the Hindu tfadition because
it is neither wholly traditional nor exclusively modern. It
appears to be a s§htheéis of both with non-vioclence providing
the main criterion for the acceptance of either traditional
or modern values. Sarvodaya ideology (Séﬁya—yoga) may be

»
styled revolutionary in that it challenges many traditional

values as they relate to the existing institutions of property,

LY

© polity and family and segks to either replace or modify them

with other values. ' '
. Under Vinoba's guidance, then, the Myth of Sarvodaya

has-come to acquire a general ideoclogy of Bocial change and

'equality. The .former is now composed of different mutually

4

suppértiné points of view and ideas. In a letter to a dis-
ciple, written in 1960, Vinoba neatly summarized the main
features of his myth: s .

o

g

\

1 Quoted in Donald Smith, "Religious Revolutionaries
of the Third World: Gandhi, Gandhiafis and Guerrilleros," in
The Meanings of Gandhi, ed. Paul Power (Honolulu: University.
of Hawaii Press, 1971), p. 144,

-
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The combined strength of the power of women,
brahma-vidya, samya-yoga; sarvodaya patra in
one hand and the united strength of bhudana,
grama-dana and sampatti-dana in the other;
and nayee talim as the bridge between the
two—-thii would be the principle of my
working.

Such a simultaneous deployment of mythical and non-mythical
arguments‘is a standard feature of many revolutiBnary myths
of social change.2 The Myth of Sarvodaya may be said to be -
one such ongoing myth in contemporary India and‘forms the
éubject matter of the present study over the\next three
chapters. For the purpose, I have considered it as three
;impler myths relating to the three instiéztions of particular
cqncerg to the Sarvodaya movement: property, polity and
family (particularly the relationship between the genders).
They are conveniently identified as the Myth of Bhoodan-yajna,
the Myth of Gram-svaraj and the Myth of §;kti, respectively.
In studying each myth, I firét identify the key

symbols which seem to serve as pouvoir moteurs for that

-

particular myth. I then point out what.traditionally they

have been a "model of." Next comes discussion of how Vinoba

.

fe-interprets them as a "model for" the realization of a

particular Sarvodaya ideal. The chapter ends with an appraisal.

. 1 Extracts from the letter are reproduced in Ram,
Mission, p. 3177

12N

2 Henry Tudor, Political Myth’(New York: Praegar
Publishers, 1972), p.'326. .
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of Vinoba's effort. The-final, concluding chapt

%makes an

overall assessment of the Myth of Sarvodaya.
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o ' CHAPTER II

THE MYTH OF BHUDANA-YAJNA
™ .

A,

Introduction

The drlving force behlna,the Myth of Bhoodan-yajna

is to be found in the key symbols of daga,(glft) .and X_l__
(sacriflce) which traditionally have represented the pheno~
mena of éxchang; and recipr¢city. Vinoba Feiinterprets them
to mean equitable sharing and redistribution and then links
, them with another powerful symbol, QEE, (mother earth) to create
the nucleus of the Myth of Bhoodan-yajn;, or éhe "program
for equitable redistribution of land." But wﬁen Vinoba went
\(around the country colle;;Qﬁg land, he had to face an in-
creasing number Qf practical and ideological problems which
forced him'to modify and redesign the or{gié?l concept of
'Bhoodan. In the process there emEnggg such ancillafy déna
i . ideas as Sampatti-dan (gift of wealth) and ééamadan (gift
of labor). Eventually the idea gf Bhoodan itself metamorphosed

L4

into Gramdan.

*

R . In retrospect, the Myth of Bhoodan-yajna,as it

B R L T % p e o

eventually developed, may be lotke®upon agr; prototypical

*

/ experiment in transforming an unjust and unequal society

' into an ideal social order. Lasswell has defined "proto-

e

typing" as an innovation in soczo-polltlcal practlce typically
{

30

rather small 1n1'Zale,umade 1n1t1ally to enlarge the lnnovator' $ ¢




. {
understanding of wﬁgi it wIT{ dg.l As a prototype is built,
ideas multiply for experiments that systematically modify
various features of the;prototypical situation; and in the

. process neﬁ\ideas are also generated of£Fn having ‘little

" connection to the prototype itself. Once tried and proved
successful, Lasswell suggests, a prototype can be copied
more generally and institutionalizeg,by the society. But
! L the experiment of prototype buildingfalso includes, according
E j . to Lasswell, partial failures that call attention to better
» t strategic possibilities and stimulate the discovery of an

, 2
improved program..

DEna-yajfia in Hindu Tradition

The Veda offers a useful starting point for the eluci-

dation of the principle of redistribution as located by Vinoba

A
»

3

1 Harold Lasswell, On Political Sociology, ed., with
Intro. by Dwaine Marvick (Chicggo: Undwersity of Chicago
Press, 1977), see particularly chapter 21, "Prototyping New
Political Practices," pp. 366~80, (Hereafter referred to
as Political). :

“\

N A e 5 ,'-’l”)vwvg L.

.

2 In this context Vinoba writes, "If I had talked
about gramdan from the beginning it could never have come
about. It could only come into being as a result of bhoodan.
] In bhoodan, there was compassion; in gramdan there is

i /cbopgration, and an inspiration for eguality. . . People
& commonly think that once the land owners have given up their

. land, gramdan has beenh achieved.. I also talked like that in
" the beginning but then I réalized that I was wrong. Gramdan
is not going to come -about merely by gifts of land," Third

Power, p. 57. '

Y ¢
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in the twin cultural symbols of dana and yajﬁh.l In the -

¢

Rg Veda, Xajﬁh (peyé;rmance'of sacrifige) is not viewed as
an external phenomenon; it is, rather, extgrnalization of
that which lies within. It is not a religious act or ritual
performed by a priest for a fee. Sacrifice is regarded as

~
an act of abnegation since the sacrificer deprives himself to

a certain extent and gives. This abnegation is imposed upon ,
him as duty. The Ved#t notion of Zéiﬁér therefore, has to
be seen in a dual'ligﬁzz it;is an obligatory as well as a’
useful act. Mauss® sees in this characteristic of yajna a
mechanism Sf fedressing equilibria‘%hat have been upget: by
expiation, the rich and powerful can, for example, redeem
themselves from social obligation and re-enter, so to say,
the community network. By giving away a portion of their
possessions they can validate their moral right to enjoy the
balance. The social norms and peace in the community can
thereby be maintained without fatal danger to themselves and

without diminution of their social status, - This indicates

the social function of yajfla both for the individual and the

community in the Vedic period. /y .

Cr\l .
- ' Vingba maintains, "My plea that every son of the
soil has a right on Mothér Earth is not my own. The Veda
has proclaimed .it," Bhoodan, p. 45. \ - ‘

2 Hubert Henry and Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice& Its
Nature and Function, trans. W, D. Halls (Chicago: hicago

University Press, 1964), pp. 100-103.
w ' ’ | '
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Relevant to our discussion of di&na is the Vedic

notion of promoting and letting paés the stream of riches,

‘taking only what is needed and letting flow the rest.j‘ :

This essentially conveys the spirft of satisfaction and
contentment on the one hand, and curbing the tenflencies of
avarice and greed on. the other. ,

The epic Mahabharata on its part interprets the two

key symbols in a manner which is at once materialistic and

s -

metaphysical. "It is in the nature of food to be shared, to
fail to give other a portion is to kill its essence." "The

secret of future and happiness is to give (d@na), not to

‘keep: not to seek but to distribute it that it may return

4

of its own accord in the form of gift 1_*endc=_~red."2 How is the
gift repaid? What force compels : recipient to make a returﬁ?
The epic's answer is that a gift is alive and‘'contains a
spirit which strives to bring it back to.its original domor
some equi'va_lent' to take its place.3s Such then is the epic's
éxplanatory principle “of soc:{al reciprocity. 1Its logic of

g‘ifti exchange is culturally rooted. THhat is, the obligations

[

1 g, Aguilar, The Sacrifice in the Rg Vedae Doctrinal
Aspects (Delhi, Bharatiya Vidya Prakashan, 1976), p. &4\

S

2 Marcel Mauss, Gifts: Forms and Functions of
Exchange }Jin Archaic Societies, trans. Ian Cunnison, with an

Intr E. E. Evans-Pritchard (London: Routledge & Kegan
’ Pau ) 14 po 1 . .

»
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to receive and to return are not understood merely in terms - -

of rational egonomic principles or material self-interest.

~ .

Thus put, the Vedic and epic.ideas of exchange come across
. as indiscrete social phenomena containing diverse threads
of which the total fabric is composed--economic, moral and

religious. t

3

Though techhically'a éart of the epic Mahabharata, -
the Bhaé&a&'Gitd\d{i;iif/jfggiiicantlg ip its view of the | | , .
i ' same key symbols. It abandons the principle of reciprgcity -
| implicit in the epic idea of exchange in fa;or‘gf~a principle ’ L)
grounded in altruism. Dana performed as a matter of duty ang
sélfless service (ggiﬁg) and without expectation of any return,
| at ﬁhe'right place and to the right berson, it eéxplains, is-
s&ttvika“(altfuistic). That dana on the other hand, which is

.

performed in the hope of receiving in return or with the view

"

of winning merit or that diana performed grudgingly is declared
: b]

rijasIka Kegotistic).l

As a princigLe of redistribution, Vinoba's Myth of

Bhoodan-yajna touches three primary systems of economic
property transfer: exghange, reciprocity, and redistribution,

3 ' none of which could be said to originate in pure altruism as
. \

’ [+
; N -
l o

Bhagavad Gita, 17: 20, 21. Quoted in Mahadev Desai,
b " The Gospel of Selfless Action or the Gita According to Gandhi,
' (Ahmedabad: Navajivan Publishing House, 1956), p. 21, -
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understood, in the fita. The altruism of the Gita would

14

. involve a gift--of money, commodity or service--that

contributes to the well-being of others without obligation

and without expectation that' some future benefit is dependent
i - . . ,

on present action. On the other hand, altMough Vinoba defines

v

dina as equitable sharing and"xajﬁa as selfless service, he

v

makes the Vedic and epic notions of reciprocity come closer
X .

to the altruism of the Gita. For example, he emphasizes that

'

. L
the act of Bhoodan carries with it an obligation on the part

-

. » . - - [ d + /
-"of the recipient to perform dana-yajna of his:own (Sramadan,

gift of lébor, for example), in the interest of the community.

Séuch‘a,response on the part of the receiver is not specifically

- s
that it be immediate ahd equivalent in value. In sum,  though
i * N

. intended to benefit the donor alone; nor does Vino?i\ii;ist

the d3na-yajfla concept is calculated to invite behavior

which would run'a}ongﬂthe genegal’pattern of do et de-—- I

. - ¢

give in &rder that you may give--the metaphor of myth
sympolism in which it is presented comes across in quasi-

altruistic garﬂ%? Thﬁs re-interpreted; tpe;Myéh of Bhoodan-

rd

o 1 Vinoba argués,'ﬂWe should not feel ill at ease -~
with the word dana (gift). The receiver will not get his

~ bread for nothing. He will have to work the land, improve

it and irrigate it. He has no reason to feel humiliated.
We are giving him his share and not bestowing charity on

" him. . . No brother can prevent his another brother from’

serving‘his mother (i.e. land): Whosoever therefore demands
land must haved it; apd it is the duty of, the landlords to
give it to him. 1Is drinking water denied when asked for?

I can understand that ore should not give food to another
without asking him to labor for it. But if one demands

- the means_to do that labor, it is.our duty to provide him

with thetn, "Bhoodan, p. 45.

- -
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\’ . ®
yajna comes to be'charged with potent forces of change
directed toward'the redefinition of the ;raditional relation-

ship between the. landed and the landless.

<o )

ok

Having approprjﬁfed dana-xajﬁa as a distributive
mechanism, Vinoba next fuses it with the powerful "Agrarian
Creed" by proclaiming that "All land

belongs to God." Land

{s a part of God's gift to man, like air and water. It,

théfeforg,‘bélongs to everybody. No

more land than what is essential for

one has a right to

the satisfaction of

his basic needs. yDo you take in more air--though it is

freely available--than you can use?" asks he of aﬂgﬁch

landlord. His next step is to link thé creed of socialism

with the "Agrarian Creed" by using traditional Hindu meta-~
phors and mythological references. Thedfollowing example

shows the power of his expression. -

]

The most essential requisite of samaydgi
social structure is that all land, propetrty
- and wealth should belong to the society. »
.Only Vishnu can be the Lord of Lakshmi
(goddess of wealth); a seat which you
(i.e. landlords) have usurped. . . Lakshmi

" is mother, and we are he{ ehildren.?2

+

J .
By this masterly re-interpretation of a traditional motif”

the goddess of wealth is dépicted_as the victim of the

! mpia., p, 15 | \

g v
2 ponald Smith, Third World, pp. 144-45.

.
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greedy landlords; while her proper role is that of mother
provider to all her chilqren eguallx. Such a fusion of
tQS Sarvodaya ideology with the "Agrarian Creed" gives jits
social organization agrarian orientation, impregnatﬂﬁﬁ?ﬁt
with peculiarly socio-agrarian values: an intimate and
reverent aFtitude concerning all dealings involving land,
an emphasis upon productive industry as a prime virtue,

[ 2

and the idea that agricultural work is noble. .
A -
The Mechanism of Land Transfer

How déd the symbols off dana-yajna bring about the “
change of geart that resulted in land gift? The answer
would seem to center around the issug of individuél and
soc&al motivagion in the sense that these two symbols and
the relevant imagery were sought to be used in such a way
that tangible change .in t;; intended direction may gésult.
If it is accepted, as Paul Ricoeur has aréued,l that
change can be associated w;th symbgl, then it would be
possible to percei;e theusymbol diaéhropicgllf and thus to
account for the phenomenon~6f motivatidhs involved in the
transformation of consciousness of the landlordéi ftvis

possible, then, to understand how d3na-yajfia became the

potential project of the Ehoodan campaign. Prodded by
/\' 3

—

1 The conflict of Interpretation3: Essays in
Hermeneutics, ed. Don Ihde (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern

University Press, 1974). (Hereafter referred to as Conflict.)

.
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Vinoba, the village community was forced to resolve itself

along the lines of the symbols, in the process changing
from its previous status of general unawareness (of the
serious economic and social disparities that persist amongst
themselves) to a posi;ion of heightened awareness of the
ultimate goal as it was then proposed by Vinoba (a homogenous
social class of self-cultivators). ‘The entire process may
be said to have culminated through three stages.l
(“/ Initially there was a stage of unawareness wherein
**;%£ landed of the village lived in a 'system of thought and
value closed to potential alternatives. 1In this situationm
they accepted unquestioningly the dharma-inspired social
and economic order patterned on jati and jajamani relations
as valid and definitive for their lifestyle. They lived in

almost total oblivion of the severity of the social and
L 4

economic ¢injustice in their village. Similarly, the landless

and other weaker sections of the community alsc lived unaware

of their potential in acquiring justice and equality.

The second phase of the transformatioq process
initiqted by the Bhoodan campaign was compoged, one may argue,
of a two~ iscovery which resulted with t?e introductionK
éf the re-interpreted symbols of dina and zgiﬁg in the un-

conscious situation outlined above. The symbols imposed ®

1 Phis line of interpretation was suggested after
David Rasmussen, Symbol and Interpretation (The Hague:
Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), pp. 89 ff.

v
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themselves upon the consciousness of Vinoba's audience that

usuaily gathered for the daily prayer meeting and which
later attracted both the landed and the landless, as ‘;th
positive and negative phenomena. Negatively, oné\ﬁéy argue,
the symbols juxtaposed the landlord's ordinary common sense
orientation to the projected possibility presented by the
symbols: egquitable land distyibution, generosity, sérvice
in the interest of the vill;S: community, leading ultimately
to the idea of justice and liberation conceived as Sarvodaya.
This ideal of freedom was 5uxtaposed to the unfreedom and
injustice presently felt as social and economic disparities.
At the same time, the idea of spiritual unity and equality
(Samya~-yoga) was contrasted with the social hierarchy and
stratification that was the state of things at that very
moment in the village. 1In this second phase, then, the
symbols were poised to motivate the community to a level

of reflective awareness,

~ At this pqiﬁ% it would:he useful to present the
notions of reflective and pre-reflective. It can be argued
that at.the first phase of transformation, experience or
feeling was pre-reflective. One (whether landed or landless)
§imply accepted the common sense world of experience as h
unalterably the case. At this level the terms social
injustice or the fee}ing of spifitual upity are not very .
meaningful, fer no'one'is consciously aware of the basic

discontinuities and injustice being experienced by the

)
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sections of the village coﬁmﬁnity. To come to an under-
standing of their meaning is to assume that one is cognizant
of and has begun to gquestion his ordinary status witpin the
cgmmunity. The second phase of trans tion then involves
the process of becoming reflectively awdre of Sne's own
experience. It is at this point.that one questions that

set of "asgumed to be true" values and judgments which are

heretofore accepted as valid. _In other words, bne begins

' to suspect and doubt his ordinary common-sense world of

meaning. It is at this point, one may venture to suggest,
that the sgmbolé seem to function in a "negative" manner
fbrﬂxransformation. One then undergoes a negation of His
ordinary“understanding of the Surrpundinngo:ld. What was
heretofore considered to be the ordina;} pattern of ielation—
ships within the village community is seen ;s being unjust.
The symbols' and ddna and zgiig become fully operative and

the gift of land is the hoped for, outcome.

Acting positively, the symbols of dina-yajfia estab-
lished, one"may argue, the projeé¢t and the ideal of a socia%}y
Ihomogenous cla;s of cultivators wh?ch the village community
as a socio-poli£ical grodp could choose as its own. They
‘ottlinéd a future meaning toward which the community could
proje¢£ itself with the possible consequence that its funda-
mental orientation would be changed necessarily Trom its

prior role within the 'society. It is in this context that

social change could take place. This, however, is dependent

. N . *

b




‘the third phase of transformation: namely,

41

upon the common group resolve, a probleﬁ which_brifigs us to
cision,(decisive
action) which, in this instance, would involve voluntary la;d
transfer. Conceived in i socio-political role, symbol

offﬁ;s a doublg invitation for reflection and action. Tst,

wher&as in the second phase the symbols of d3na-yajfia offered

themselves for a reflection pyesenting the positive and

negative possibilities for social change, in the third phase
they offered themseives as a possibility for choice to be
followed by appropriate action. The question of group

resolve, in a sense then, also solves the.problem of the
valid%#y of the symbols. Symbols emerge and they die; there

is no objective determinant for the validity of the symbol.
They are chosen or rejected by particular groups at‘barticular
times because symbols involve, force and eventually precipitate

decisive action.

.

That the re-interpreted key symbols of dina-yajfia
failed to bring about the intended group resolve to its com~
plete fruition becomes evident when one studies the metamor-

phosis of the Bhoodan movement into the Grafidan movement.
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From.Bhoodan to Gramdan

As indicated earlier, response to Bhoodan in dif-
fé}ent regions of India varied greatly and was shaped and
conditioned, one may suggest, by the peculiarities of the

Py d social organiz;tion gnd the modes of productiv?/organization
of agriculture”in a given region. In the tribal district
' ]
of Koraput in the state of Orissa, for example, the Sarvo-
. daya workers had little difficulty in persuading the inhabi-
tarfts to relinqﬁish their ownership of the land and

putting it into common trust’to be administered by a

, committee eleéted for the purpose by common consent. When
Vinoba was informed of this successful breakthrough, he

! seized, in this new phenomenon, a wa§ out of the predicament

| in which he had landed\ﬁimséif'and his movement as a result .

of the faltering Bhoodan campaign. Developments in Koraput

district were quickly styled "Gramdan" and the Bhoodan program
was™quietly subsumed in the new campaign of Gramdan. For the

Lo1e

purpose, Gramdan was officially defiqed as follows:
about 80 percent of the landowners of a viilage volunteered
,£o give up the right of ownership to their land and if not
less than 50 percent of the total land in the village had

come, under the purview of the Gramsabha (village council),

that particular village was to be considered a Gramdan

1 oomen; Gharitma, p. 29.

»
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village. The actual transfermation to Gramdan status was
to proceed through three stages: in the first Prapti
(réceiving) stage, the landed are to Be persuaded into
declaring that they would voluntarily give away the owner-
ship in land in favor of the village council; during the
second stage, Pu§ti, the village community is expectéd to
implement the primary conditions of Gramdan, that is, re-
distribution of land, formulation of the village council .
'(Gramsabha) and the constitution of a village fund (Gramko$a)
to finance projects condycive to community development. This
&

is expectii to lead to the final phase (Nirman) of recons-

truction with the active cooperation of the entire village

1
M L

’populatioﬁ\\
But the'key concept of Gramdan, collectivization of
agricultural lanpd, was not generally weléemed by the land-
lords and eventually no large-scale redigéribution of land
on an equal basis occurred }n any/of the so~called Gramdan
villages. The tribals of Koraputf'where Gramdan first' ~
began, are hunters and food gatherers and are only partially
Hinduized. As such, their community orqanizatibn sigpificdn-
tly differs from the' dharmic and jéjamani patterns (see
following chapter) of v;}lage orggnization found elsewhere
in India where settled agriculture evolved a particular
style of coqmunal living. "Agrarian Creed" in tribal India,

therefore,. is much weaker. For this reason, it was relatively

easy for Sarvodaya workers to "persuade" the tribals of

et e
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Koraput to reconstitute their villages into Gramdanl &
villages. Success in Korap&i was seen as the validation .
of the concept of Gramdan and Vinoba sought to repeat the
performance elsewhere in India. But for reasons indicated
above, the Gramdan movement, like the earlier Bhoodan
movement, turned out to be a dismal failure. In order to
narrow the gap between the ideal and the actual, in 1965
Vinoba was forced to redefine the concept of Gramdan, Land-
owners were now invi;ed to give only one-twentieth of their
holdings to the village.council for redistribution, leajing

the permanent heritahle rights ihtact on the balance. This"

Pl

new arrangement was designated Sulabh Gramdan (easy Gramdan).1

During the earlier Bhoodan phase, Vinoba later

reflected,2 he had perceived the landed and the landless, as
members respectively of two antagonistic classes'of "haves"

and "have nots" and, therefore, had offered the solution to
1
the problem of the maldistribution of land essentially in

N

v \

1 Vinoba rationalized the scaling down of the Gramdan
movement to Sulabh Gramdan witlya peculiar logic of his own.
In a speech delivered at Puri, he said: "In a domain of
violence they proceed from the gentle weapon to the sharp
and sharper ones. But the process of working of non-violence
is entirely different. If oyr gentle Bhoodan Yajna does not
yield the desired fruit, we §ust infer that there is some-
thing wanting in our gentleness itself and we must therefore
render it gentler, finer." Ram, Mission, p. 140.

2 From Vinoba's speech given September 8, 1957 at
Virampet, reproduced in Ram, Mission, p. 208.

-
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‘terms of simple transfer of land from the former to the

latter. But the "truth" of Gramdan, in his judgment,
brought home the conviction that tﬁere is no one in thisﬁ
world who is a "have not." Gramdan is an act, he now
Asserts, in which everybody, landed and landless, rich and
poor, the intel}ectqal and the laborer, must make an offering
to the community because giving is everyboay's dharma,(duty).l

If landholders give land, the agricultural laborers must .

‘provide labor, the intellectuals must teach the illiterate.

Dedication from all these sectors in the int?rest of the
community is the key to Gramdan. When even the poor fulfill
their dharma, he argues, they put to shame the rich who then
are obliged to reciprocate.2 Wheh thousands 0f poormengage
in dana activity, it generates a moral force SEich wilf bend
the rich. It is only by givingwunto others that one. can be
a genuine Sarvodaya soldier. "But Ehe Sarvodaya army will
have no occasion to shoot;" writes Vinoba, "the mere

quivering sound of our arrows is enough tQ bring the opponent

into submission."3 Thus put, the transition from Bhoodan té

1 Ram, Mission, p. 208.

'S

~

2 This suggests the possible presence of yet another
dynamic factor inducing transformation of consciousness
through a symbolic act. In the view of Richard Titmuss,

a gift can act as a "gratitude imperative" in compelling
reciprocity. The Gift of Relationship from Human Blood to
Social Policy~(New York: Pantheon Books, 1971), p. 75. “

S

. . .
Ram, Mission, p. 177. ‘

3
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Gramdan was complete. In his characteristic picturesque

began in the spirit of compassion must now culminate in
cooperation. Land gifts must make way to a full fledged

land revolution."l

The Myth of Bhoodan-yajna: An Appraisal \

As the land gift pfagram gradually faded-from the
scene, Vinoba's myth and vision became more&hnd more utopian
and idealistic. In the wake of Gramdan, Bhoodan was
explained away as only a prototype, a symbol of something
greater to come, the first step in arousing the conscious-
"Mess of the people, the beginning of a mass revolution of
values designed to lead ultimately to the establishment of
a new social order.2 Thus, concomitant with the shift from
Bhoodan to Gramdan is to be discerned the ghift from material
to moral considerations. The Gramdan increasingly becomes
a morai movement intended to bring about a change of heart
and bringAfor'h moral climate. "The land problem is bound
to be solved jh one way 5% the other all over the world,"

Vinoba once exvlaimed in é moment of resignation, “Hence

. i #
I do not worry about how much and I get. My only concern

1 Ram, Mission, p. 152.
= ] Fad
2 this is based on the statement released at the
annual Sarvodaya conferencde held at Ungaturu in April, 196l.
Reproduced in Ram, Mission, Appendix B., pp. 506-09.

~
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is that fight\thought strikes a deep root in the hearts of
the ggople."l "We are not so much concerned with the food
production as with wiping out jealqusies which result from
‘the persisﬁehce of rich and poor classes. We ghall divide
amongst us our hunger and our poverté, whether food produc-
tion increases or' not," he declared in anther speech.{:;~_
But underneath this bravado one does not fail to discern

Vinoba's growing detachment from the gssults o% his activities

and his growing lack of concern for the consequences of his
/

A

actions. Now this may be quite consistent with the teachings
of the Gita which urgé one to do his dg@y (svadharma) without
regard to the fruits thereof, but as Lacy points out,3 this
demoralizes his movement, heightening the difficulties of
practical leadership ah@ administrative details, such as the
redistrihution of collected lands. .

In the context of the present study, this also raises
the issue of proper perspective to adopt in evaluating Vinoba's

’myths. Should the Bhoodan-Gramdan campaign be judged in

terms of the material targets set and fulfilled orsin terms
S

~

7

1 Vinoba's speech at Patna in 1954. See the extract
reproduced in Ram, Mission, p. 101.

2 Quoted in Dbctor, Sarvodaya, p. 205.

3 Creighton Lacy, The Conscience of India: Moral
Traditions in the Modern World (New York: Holt, Rinehart &
Winston, 1965), p. 214. ,
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-of its professed ideals? It seems unfair to judge it solely

in terms of the'former as T. Oomén, the socia£g§cientist,
'did iq@his empi;ical study of select Gramdan And non:Gramdan
villageg in the northern state of Bajasthan. Oomen came .to
the conclusion that "there exists hardly any difference in
the pattern of landholdings between Ehe two types of
villages."l ‘No systematic attempt was made, he gsserts, to
distribute the land eollected in gift. Where redistributidn/
did take place, those who already owned some land were also
found to be among the beneficiaries, indicating that land-
lessness was .not the soleﬁé;}{erion in the redistribution of
lamd. A substantiai portion of land in the Gramdan villages,
he found, was poncenfrated in the hands of the upper classes
who also happened to be the upper castes.2 (
Erica Linton, who studied Vif{;ges in key Gramdan
%reas on behalf of War-on-Want, a British volunteer agency,
has made similar observations. But she also reports that -
many villagers claimed that something Eéé happened in many
villages: a beginning of awareness of their own potentia;.3

Many, for instance, ceased taking one another to court, at

crippling expenses, and learned tofjsettle disagreements

x4

o

1 O%men, Charisma; p. 98.

¢ 2 mpig. L c
3 Fragments of a Vision: A Journey Through>Ihdia's
Gramdan Villages (Varanasi: Sarva Seva Sangha Prakashan,
1971, pp. %63, 172. (Hereafter referred to as Fragments).
- &
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amit:aBiy among themselves. 6 Others have been able to avoid -
) . getting into new debt'with\’éhe moneylender " because they

helpe(;e another.out¥ In many \}il;ages, even though no
; . . r >~
14 \ radical change in land ownership had taken place, Linton .

reports ohanges ,in soc1al attitude and pers’pgctlve- )xpore

£l

. mutual aid, more courage a \amst sr—bearing authority,
rk And self-reliance. When

. more interest in constructive wo

. -~

[ Linton asked villagers how much of the cl{ange in, their
! ~ village'was due t% their own effo,rtg, they replied, "There.’
' are two .factors. First there were those who initiated us

(that is, the Lok Qevéks),- 'f':.md secondly, by wbrking together
T o We achleved great tm)xgs."l But this also sugéests the need ‘
: 0 of a thlrd factor, besides 1n1t1at10n by the Lok sevaks amd -~
v - ., cooperative self;—felianc/ef\on”the part, of the vi,llag\ers:

there, is need for systematic informatiéga{' for a communication

system at ‘the level of self-help, "interflediate" technology,
wh?‘ch w111 effectlvely back up the self-rellant impulses of
13 . ] o tl}e v1llagers.2 Such a network, albeit 1neff1<?1ent at

v present, does exist 'in the form of the community devélopment
. . bu@éauéracy. But ideolotjically, Vinoba is unwilling to .

s ) "cooperate with ites

[ 4

) ( . .
A posSible m&*i—it of the Bhoodan campai‘gnjppears to N

~ R . - y . ' . y . !

~r e N Ct o .
. ~ 1 Lt . ) . .
,i , . ‘ Ibid., pp. 262-63. ) o - */‘ y _ ‘ L /f

f@ : 2 The point is: made by E. F. Schumacher in hls /‘
foreword to Linton, Fragments. . ,
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be that its method of voluntary transfer of land could avoid
reaction. Now-redistribution could alsc be effected by for-
cibly grabbing land, but this is likely to sow the seeds of

\ ¢ <
counter-reactiqg and revolutions. ' The land gift movement

‘also scores advantage over the constitutional methods of ,
land transfer since the lattem requires payment of compen-

N \
sation to those who lose theig land. The additional burden

. on the excheguer will Be\finaiiy borne, as Vinoba coxfrectly

points out, by the poor majority. The legislative method
also invites litig;zlon and'long drawn fights through courts

which can vitiate the climate of goodwill and generate

. resentment. The Bhoodan movément.by eontrast, Vinoba points

\f‘\\

~

L) ouE,”is capable of instilling in the people the spirit of’

’

cooperation and self-confidence; the sense of gbility to do
things for themselves and not to look to government for the
resolution of serious social and economic problems at the
village' level. R

Thus put, Vinoba's arguments, partially corroborated
by Linton, sound plausible. Hiéxsuccess (albeit }imited) in
persuading the landlords to part with a portion of their
holdings may bé attributed to hié ability Fo understand the
t;aditions-dfahis society and epitomize them. By reinter-*
ﬁreting and disseminating relevan; Vedic and epic themes, he
succeeded in initiating a creative dialogue between theatwo

antagonists, the landlords and the landless, in an atmbsphere

of non-violence and peace. By an imaginative revitalization

‘e
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,'fiéﬁcceedgbecéuse his audience interpreted the two symbols

L4 *
v
]
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of the existing unders£anding of the traditional éymbols

of dina -and yajha, helsucceeded, to a degree, in redirecging
the goalsnof many villagef;“bqyards ; more just and equitable
sharing of the property. But it also appears-;giz_gié
followers and audience did not always fully comprehend the
purport of the redirected symbols or concentrated on one
segment of~them. His traditional idiom~-myth--often tends

3

to obscure the modern message of'socialism. The ambiguity
» /‘ ’

of his mission (sudden shifts, for instance, from Bhoodan

to Gramdan to Sulabh Gramdan) reflects the difficult role

. 4
he has chos%F-to play in trying to appease both the landed

and the'landless and subsume their opposing intefésts(for ‘
é common cause, |
~.TQ beé?air to Vinoba, it has to be recognized that . .

the use of éymbols and myths as agents of social change is,

at the best of times, problematig. éyﬁbél;, as Ricoeur points
out,1 aré'capable of carrying;:i;tiple, often contradictory,
meaﬁihgs at, different levels. 1In the Vedic era, for example,
“the é?mbo;; of'dana/yajfla served to encourage property trans-

fer‘ﬁh éqntfactuél, obligatormeanner. In the Gita they come

.. .tohe invested}with altruistic motivation. Vinoba's attempts

tp'fedbngilg the two‘ﬁodes of property transfer did not quite

*
-

5
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<L 1 Ricoeur, Conflilet, p. 51.
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d‘if‘ferentﬂy. The poor and the landless in his audience
expected the landlords to act altruistically, giving away
their excess land and wealth. But the latter had ulterior

[N
motives behind their gifts.1 By parting with small tracts

of land, they tried to legitimate their control over the

balance. Other donors sti@éted that the givgn land be *
distributed among the* needy belonging to their own caste.
Still others wanted the u;:ouchables to be excludgd from
the list of Erospecti;;e recipients, A good number of donors
fai]‘ed to follow up on their pledgés, indicating that often
promises were made under the cast of a momentary spell or as
a face-saving device while in the presence of a saintly
preacher. “ '
"The ulterior motives and the n;ture of stipulations
imposed by the landed suggests that in a social situation "
most in@ividuals' prope:nsity to philanthrépic behavior is
de’pender;t on their perceived relationship to others. Soc,ial‘
scientists in this context have érgued that while v;e feel
emphathetic to those of sELightly lower status, we are prone

-

to rivalry with those above. Our capacity for empathy

+

#

x

1 A survey carried out' in several Gramdan villages
in the state of Maharashtra showed that not all land that

‘was. received in Bhoodan was the result of a change in the

views of the donors. Only 16 percent of-tdre land was
donated (by about 33 percent of the donors) on ideological
considerations. Thirty percent of the donations, involving
27 percent of the transferred land, resulted under moral and
social pressure from the village leaders or Bhoodan workers.
In 15 percent of the cases land receivers were fodnd to be ¢

. relatives bf the donors. Nanekar and Khandewale, Landless,

p. 96.
J
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lessens as people's situations become more remote from our

own.;L In Indian context, this gradation in empathy between

different classes is brought into even sharper focus because

of t inherently hierarchic nature of tl}e caste system.

That the Bhoodan movement did not become an exception to this
( ~ phenomenon is bo;r:n'e out b}; the fact that the Iandlords gave
away ‘proportionately more land to those who already held
some land than to agricultural laborers who had no land at
all.

This suggests the need and the advantages of the

legislative, constitutional approach over the quasi-legisla-
.tive voluntary approach implicit in the Bhoodan movement in
effecting land redistribution in a country like India.
Traditionally, the classical liberal, constitutionalist
position on social justice and equality has ’not' been argued

2 for

out of sympa;:hy or altruism but from what Rawls,
examnple, presumeé would be the majdrity response to the
question: What sort of world would you choose to be in'were
you yet. unborn and had no idea about your skills, defects

and so forth? If the population is in general risk averse,

!
T

. -

‘,l This argument is based on David Kenneft, "Altruism,
Economic Behavior and the Theory of Redistribution,"”
American Journal of Economy angd Society 39 (April 1980):
183-980 I

2 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mags.:
/, Harvard University. Press, 1971).
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and Rawls argues that it is, then the commonest response
should be one in which the world is organized so as to help

the worst off. From this Rawls argues that the "just"

*~

society, the one that most would choose a'Eriori, is sthe

profoundly redistributive world.l Not surprisingly, there-
fore, in independent India the theoretical basis for the
argument that redistributive programs are a quasi-contractual
obligation on the state stemmed from this basic liberal
stance implicit in the constitution of India, a product of

I |

liberal minds like Nehru and Ambedkar.

. “ | |
T -

" e

! tbig., pp. 14-15.




CHAPTER III

THE MYTH OF GRAM—SVARAJ

Introdd#eion

- In a sense, the Myth' of Gram-svaraj was implicit\
in the Myth of Bhoodan-yajna because changes 'in land
distribution pattern invariably accompany changes in the
socio-political organization of a given community. Since
t'he goal of the Bhoodan-Gramdan movement was to abolish
l;amdlordism and establish a socially homogenoué community
15f self-cﬁltivators, it was essential for Vinoba to foster
a myth that would reflect an appropriate polity to go with
that objective. Vinoba, therefore, selects the key symbols

of grAma, svardj, and sgvadharma as the building blocks for

the construction ofxthe Myth of Gram-svaraj.

Traditionally, grama refers to a village whose
polity is dictated by the norms of dharma as reflected in
the jati and jajamini systems. Svar8j signifies self-rule.
Vinoba fuses these two symbols to form the nucleus of the
ideal Sarvodaya polity: the Gram-svaraj, an autonomous
village republic. He re-interprets svardj to mean '"self-
initiative"' and "self—contrpl" as exercized bot'h by Bhe
individuals and their community. Svaraj is to be realized

by following svadharma (see infra) and by cultivating

\
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freedom from passion and selfishness. Methodologically,

non-violence is posited as the necessary concomitant ?f

svardj. To be autonomous, therefore, is to implant non-

violence into self. Put positively, it-means developing

altréfzﬁ which Vinoba equates with svadharma (see infra). Q§§&
Vinoba sees Gram-— varaﬁ as a viable alternative

i .
both to the traditional dharmic (dharma legitimated) and

contemporary democratic modes of village organization. I;
is to be achieved gradually, through stages énq without
violence. The first step towards Gram-svaraj would involve
reducing the size and the activities of the state and its
governance. As people come to rely less and less on the
government, there will emergeuwhat Vinoba calls "a decentra-
lized self-governing state." With fﬁrther decentralization
and the development of Lok‘§akti (peoplé%s power), the
Gram-svaraj will eventually régult.l

e

The Dharmic Mode of Village Organization "

/

The traditional relationship between the norms of
dharma and the village organization is complef and only
partially understood. Yet dharma is knowq to be central to

J ’

the villagers' understanding and explanation of the nature

of their village community. One has, therefore, to depend

1 Speech on March 9, 1953 at the Sarvodaya
conference at Chandil, Blhar. Reproducded in Vjnoba {Bhave]
Third Power, chapter 2, pp. 18-36.

.
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in large part on tﬁg writings of contemporary social
scientists fok evidence on the nature of relationship
between dharma and polity at the village level.l Tradi-
tionally, village organization and economy have-always had
landfas the central focus. Most occupations are related  to
land and land ownershig/fs the key to power and status.
Each caste has an informal caste council composed
of influential caste leaders, which serves as an important
focus for political activities. In terms of tﬁe.average
vili;ger, these constituﬁé important decisi;n-making bodies
affecting.him either as an individual or as a member of the
group. Their activities are not differentiated and combine
:éministrative, rule-making and quasi-judicial functions.

When decisions affecting the village as a whole or more than

tone caste have to be made, the different caste groups get

-

together in an intercaste cq‘hcil where statutory compromises
can be worked out by bargaining as well as appeals to norms
of dharma which determlnes patterns of dutles and rights. -
Each 1nd1v§a§§1 in fact has his own dharma and dbligation to
perform it (svadharma). All duties are interdependent and
as ¥wach person promotes his own dharma, he is Eeen to promote
the dharma of his caste and, ultimately, that of the entire
society. One normally strives for'a form of justice that

. [

1

For the purpose, I have used K. Ishvaram, Tradition

and Economy in Village India (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,

1966) and K. S. Mathur, Caste and Ritual in a Malwa'Village
(Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1964).

™
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will sustain the existing and traditional patterns of

balance and order between componénts of society. Programs
and policies affecting the village are chalked out on the
basis of what suéh justice,qbalance and order require, not
on the basis of democratic principles, resources or indivi- : :
dual capabilities. All of these consiaerations are inherent
in the goal of providing a normative medel for human inter-

action.. Thus put}‘it:is clear that dharma effectively Y

affirms and recognizes the essential truth of the doctrine

of inequality and hierarchy in its control of castes and
functions on the basis of the social and political corpora-

tion in the v%ylage.

O N L

The Panchayati-raj in Modern India .

In the structure of the Panchayati-raj (local self-
government) inaugurated i; 1959, the village Panchayat (fivé— \
member body) 1s the lowest unit. The general body of the
village Panchgyat is the Gramsabha which considers the
programs prepared by the Panchayat and examines the state;
ments of accounts, annual budget and administrative repérts.
Although the central and state gdvernments lay much emphasis
on the Gramsabha as institutions of popular participation,
their working has not been very satisfactory. Generally, its

meetings are thinly attended and often it exists only on

paper and in the reports of Panchayat extension officers.

i
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The revival of the traditional Panchay'at system in
free India quickly generated contreversy r’eng;ardingwthe i
involvement of political partieé in the running of the
Panchayats. Gaﬁdhians generé.lly feel that party politics
shquld be excluded from the arena of local self-government.
The;r see it unhealthy to introduce politics into the already °
fragmented and factionalized village communi‘ties. Against
this, tHe official government view is that in a democratic
framework it _is unrealistic to prevent political parti%s fromh
functioning in local bodi.esfl Factionalismi it is argued,’
is not new to rural Ix;dia; politics merely adds ideological
dimensi;an to the existing conflicgs.

The need for a competent bureaucracy has been clearly
recognized from the inception of the Panchayati-raj institu-
tions since the former is charged with the planning and
implementation of government-sponsored community develbpment
and welfare programs. The Village Level Worker, the lowest -
in the bureaucratic hierarchy at the village level, is a

multi-purpose officer directing projects of technical nature
. -

°

1 Thus the Minister for community development, S. K.
Dey who piloted the bill introducing the Panchayati-raj
through parliament, rejected all ideas about democracy with-
out competition between political parties and open debate.
"A self-sufficient village republic consisting of God- fearmg
people, thinking, bel:.ev:.ng, and acting all allke, is a
village dead before it is born. Life cannot spring from such

.an institution. Democracy,demands ideology and ideclogy in a

perpetual but healthy clash. Only dead people do not compete.”
S. K. Dey, Panchayati Raj: A Movement is Born {Allahabad:
Kitab Mahal, 1960), p. 173.

Other political parties generally supported . . .
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such as agrréélture and aniﬁal hdsband£y. éut he often
lacks high social and rityal status in order to be a
persuasive agent of change and development. Again, efforts-
to involve villagers in reorganizing their community often
fail, not so much because they are inactive and disinterested
in local affairsc but rather because the concerns of outside
bureaucrats seem to have little to do with the issues that
exercise the political sensibilities of 'the local residents.
Many influential Viilagers run for the Panchayat offices as
a dpmonstiation of their loyalty to the ruling Congress
Part§l However, they choose.not to act through.the Pancha-
yats where authority is "rational” and legal (as against
dharmic and charlsmatlc in the caste councils) and well-
defined. Important Panch;;;t offices, like those in the
modern West, are positions for which éne is supposed\to
cémpaign and; oncel;nstalled, one is supposed to act as a

A [

representative and "servant" of one's constituents. But

the men who fill these\positions cannot conceive of themselves.

in .this role vis-3-vis the very people with whom thelr

.s—

normal, daily relatlonshlp takes the form of paternallstlc,

dharma-legitimated complementary domination. The two types

Y
v 1 . .« o the Minister's stand. Thus Communist

members of parliament hoped that "The Panchayat-raj
institutions will provide a base for progressive parties
to operate and fight against the forces of backwardness and
tradition. The village people need to be politicized and
political parties have to act as a gréat instrument. for
the pollt1c1zatlon of the rural masses." M. Kihlberg, The
Panchayati Raj-in India (Delhi: Young Asia, 1976), p. 20.

-
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. * of authority, democratic and dharmic, are, therefg}e, not
compatible in the same set of relations. The 'yvillage
leaders, therefore, choose to act, not through the Panchayat,
but in the old informal manner where they deal ‘from‘ a
position of strength.

Simivlarly, the concepts of change, development and
steady growth which the Panchayati-raj bodies are supposed
to promote are alien to the dharma view in two redpects.
First, it implies that the increased quantity of gobds and
services produced is to be redistributed. Second, it
expec::s structural relationships within the village economy
to change as new cEate groups acquire land and take to
agriculture. To be sure, the thought of the village
producing growing quantities of goods while maintaining
"' . existing relationships (in jajamdni form) intact is managea-
ble within the context of the dharma view. But development

as involving the substantial modification of structural

relationships between different castes is much more
difficult to accept. Dharma I‘is so important in Indign
polity because of the fear .that without the status guo OJ{
the well-defined pattern of duties and‘ rights, society would
become a chaotic jungle. Thus, development as social and
struortural ¢hange is an unattractive and, indeed, threatening
~ prospect for the relatively prosperous, high status caste
groups in village India. This state of affairs naturally

- causes orne to ask how democratic institutions will be able
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to function in the rural areas; to what extent is the
egalitarian ideology of the new Panchayati-raj compatible
with the asymmetrical and hierarchical jajamdni system?

Vinoba's alternative to this predinca.ment is Gram-svaraj.

v

The Sarvodaya Alternative: Gram-svaraj

Sarvodaya approach to village organization distin-

@ . .
guishes itself from the dhirmic and democratic models; in ¥

3

terms of orientation toward 'power. In the latter two, power
A\ .
is sought to establish mandate) to realize certain ideals
and material goals, to allocate resources, patronage. Pur—
%

suit and deployment of power is seen as an integral part of

organized life. For Vinobay this bassion for power, | like

any other passion (for example, sex or anger) destroys self-

);control. By aspiring to power, man demonstrates his incom- ~
petence to exexfise 115 To use power ‘instrumentazly to put
it in the. service of the people is possi’ble, but the danger
of attachment to powér has to be guarded against. The éses
of power, afgues Vinoba, are in any -case limited, peﬁause th‘e

~ A

cure for the ills that afflict state and society lies more in

changing man's inner enviromment than in his laws and

| institutions. o~ A .
Vinoba, thirefore, mounts a three-fold critique of

- b :
the state as ityis eveclving in contemporary India:l Eirst,
ag

-~

Ll ‘q\ .
1 yinoba {Bhave] , Third Power, pp. 1-17.
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tHe state/demands loyalty to itself in preference to loyalfy

towards conscience and ﬂhmanity; secondly, its ultimate
Fad

: e . . 3 . C . s oa e : v .
sanction liles in ite coercive power which militates against

‘the very cornerstone of Sarvodaya--non-v1olence, and finally,

I3

Jb:nalntalns a big admlnlstratlve apparatus and army at the

expense of the poor vjllagers and thereby serves as an

g 4
agency for thelr exp101tat10n Constitutional democracy,

LY

Whlch the state has proaﬂ’.g to serve its own ends, argues f\\\_..wx;
. e,

'Vlnoba, is simpl a,mechanlsm for osing and authorizing
y Aﬁg\\ g

-

governmerfts. "It does not guarantee a democratic form of
. .
society noma set of moral ends.l Secondly, this mechanism

consists of two or more self-chosen sets of politicians

0

arrayed in political parties for ¢the votes which Vill

entitle them to rule until the next elections. The voter's

4

role is not to decide issues_on which elections should be 4

-

fought, but rathefﬁgo choose representatives who will carry

. r , ,
out those decisions. A political party, as its very ﬁame

a

" indicates, six:ds for a part of society? Ms such, loyalty Cos

had S

7

’ 1 Compare these views of Vinoba with those of
Crawford McPherson who wri%tes: "Liberal démocracy has L )
come to jncorporate two meanings: . its life\began in

capitalist market societies, and from the beglnnlng it
accepted their basic unconscious assumption, '‘market maketh ~
man' Yet quite early J. S. Mill pressed 4he claim of equal
individual rights to self-development and democracy justified
itself by that claim. The two ideas of liberal democracy

have since then been. held together gpeasxly, each with its

ups and downs. So far the market view-has prevailed." The’
L1fe and Times of Liberal Democracy (London: Oxford N
University . §4ess, ‘1977), p.. L. - ) s
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and él}ggiance to any party is inconsistent with
loyariy +to0 society in general, with the godﬁ of all, the
fundamehtal goal okaarvodaya.

In place of orthodox political acéion, therefore,
¥Vinoba suggests direct aé¢tion by the people themselves.
The politics of power-state, Rajniti, must be repla@ed by
the "pdlitics" of the people, Lokniti. The former involves
COnfi}cts and competition among élite féctions, the con-
cilia;ion and containing of sectional intered®s. Lokniti
ip'contfast, will attempt to make people aware of their own
inngr strength, encouraging them to splve problems for them-
selves. While Rajniti results in the extension and intensi-
fication ofgadministfatiYe maiyinery, Lokniti will dévelop
self control and self- d1501pllne rhrough serv1ce and co- o
opiratlon. But this Bhlft to Lokhiti cannot.be achLeved);y

I

violent pollt}cal revolufion. The state is, in Vinoba" s
: . i ) o
view, a certain condition, a cerjain relationship between

human beings, a cértaiﬁ mode of Human hehavior.; It has to
Q

r\ \.

& * ~

a1 Obviously Vinoba would disagree with Hobbes and
Locke concerning the notion of social contract iwm which
man in the state of nature voluntarily renounces his %
strife~-filled freedom for the segenity of civil 'state.
Vinoba rather seems to helieve .that man as an individual
did not form society and polltlcal authorlty to protect
himself from endless warfare. Viewed in the context of
the entire world of nature, social and collective existence
appears to him td be anterior to individual existence.
Tradition, not authority, therefgre, is the cementing bond
in society. Thus put, Vinoba would feel at ease ih the
company of Kropotkin who also views state asha power
sys%em, artificial and . .\ N

! -
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e T T R — -

KA




be remov;ﬁ by building alternative type of relationehip,\by
behaving differently. This "other relationship" appears
to be a fusion of gelect elements from both the dh3rmic

' L 4

and democratic traditions and is discussed at length both »

- by Vinoba and Jayaprakash Narayan.l

While in the;Eharma model the emphasis is on the
maintenance of balance and order in the system, the overall
Myth onSarvodaYa has as its goal change toward equality

in the areas of'property, polity and gender. Accordingly,
the nature of duty (svadharma) is re-interpreted d%fferentiy

, : . 2 ,
in the proposed Gram—svaraj. Whereas in the dharma model .

VO |

“. . . unnatural, becauseygit perverts man's real
nature. The anarchist claims man's original nature to be
coopenatlve and peace- loving. 1In fact, Kropotkin's Mutual
Aid is writtenm to prove this.yery contention. If the state
exists, it doeg so by opposing man's natural instinct
towards mutuality. The will to power of the few political
leaders comes in confllct with the will to mutuality found
in society at lardeyand the net result is "the inhibition

of creativity." Vigoba's belief in local power, rural
reconstruction, decentralized organization, simpler standard
of living, and mistrust of the due process of administrators
brings him close to Kropotkin's ideas of anarchism. See
Alexander Kropotkin| ‘Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution

(New York: Knopf, 1925), p. 31. On occasion, Vinoba -has-
even advocated the establishment of "spiritual anarchism."
See Vishvanath (Tandoh, The Social and Political Philosophy -
of Sarvodaya (Varanasi: .Sarva Seva Sangha Prakashan, 1965),
p. 124. ‘

[l

1 Vinoba [Bhave] , \Swaraj Sastra: Principles of
Non-violent Political Order (Bombay: Padma Publications,
1945). (Hereafter referred to as Swaraj); Jayaprakash
Narayan, A Plea for Reconstfuctlon of Indian Polity

(Varanasit Sarva Seva Sangha Prakashan, -1959). (Hereafter
referred to as Polity).
2 - \

The concept of svadharma is elaborated ln Vinoba
[Bhave] , Talks, pp. 202-03.

4
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duties undergo little change and assume an absolute quality,
4 17
in the Sarvodayj version there is a clear notion that while

duties may be rooted in the basic principles of dharma, they
have to be applied to specific circumstances. The $aqyodaya

ethic-places the respongibiliﬁy on the individual himself

for determining the. specific actions required of him. For j

.

the purpose, in the context'of Gram~svaraj, Vinoba re-uses
Epe familiar key symbols of yajna and d3na and links them

to the intricate set of interrelationships between nature,
society and man, Man, for him, by definition is a social

animal. Man is par£ of society, just as society is part

of nature, It is incoeceivable to speak’of!méﬁ as isolated
from society. Man's essence is to cooperate with hfgkfellow-
men to secure his basic needs. If he chodses not to cooperate,
his very existénce is threatened. ‘It is useful to ke?p in
mind this fundamental assumption of Vinoba while examining
his views on social organization. R

| Sinte the very process_of liéing involves the wear
and tear of the bodj,‘sociefyfand the universe; it is the duty
(svadharma) of everybo%ﬂfV&nobaﬁaémanishesT"CU‘“T”/f
replenish the loss caused in these three orders. Every-

body should repay his debt to them by engaging in the practice

of yajfia, dana and tapa (austerities).

-

Man's everyday 1ivin§ involves using nature and its,

resources. In the process of eating, for example, a part

"of the greation is used up. It is eVérybody‘s svadharma

.
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to make up for the loss by growing food, raising other

useful crops, and ky daily spinning and weaving. Such
activities executed inQShe spirit of sacrifice and serv}ce
to the community, writes Vinoba, constitute Xéiﬁé.l Edch
individual, from his birth io death, receives boundless

service from his family, friends and the community. The

4

service that one .renders to free oneself from this debt to te

/ .
society is dana. Man owes his third debt to his body which

is worn odt by the "mind, senses and knowledge."2 To fj
rejuvenate it, he must engage in manual labor in the fieids
and eat nourishing, vegetarian food. Thus, according to
Vinaba, svadharma--ghe keystone of Gram-svaraj--involves
acting in such a way that the functioning of the friple
order--body, so;iety and Qatute-—may proceed smqothly and
gfficiently. Wwhile part of svadharma is unchangeable and

£ixed (dana, yajﬁa, tapa), the rest may vary with one's

station and: circumstances innldfe.3! This indicates that
though Vinoba affirms the autbnomy of ghe individual, he
would not endorse the claim of the individual to pursue his‘
activities guided solely by self-interest. 1In this sens;«

he seems to want to move away from both the harmic

. 7/
Yhierarchic man" and liberal "economic man" toward the

&

. . . @

~N I ,‘ | .
-1 yihoba [Bhavej , Talks, Pp. 202-203
"2 1bid.
) . -
\Ibid. \ S
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concept of a "moral and communal man."
‘Though Vinoba is critical of both the dharmic and
and iiberal democratic modes of social organization, his
/principle target'is the concept of cémmunity development
whose basic precepts derive from the "human relatifng"
school of administrative analysis pioﬁeered ét ngvZEé ;;f
University by Elton Mayo.l Its primary concern is to get
people'from all séctions of the commdnity psychologically
and idgclogiqglly involved for a common cause. In Indian
context, this meaps widespread participation of the bureau-
cracy in planhing, implementation anq evaluation of
deve}opment Projects with ;he help from the villagers for
whom they are destin;d. Vinoba, however, takes an opposite
view. He }nsists that the intrusion of the "gévernment
v

people" in the village on¥y kills people's initiative and

el -

creativity..‘But he does not further dévelop this anarchist-

sounding critique and*refuses to céﬁsidér the possibility

that governments might express a legitimate social ﬁeed.

In his %xes, ordlnary citizens act freely only when they

reject government intervention in their communal dffairs.
4/ﬁe seems to deny the subjective perceptions of the people

4
themselves who may, aftetr all, pgeféi to correct rather .

than abolishustate and federal (or 1ocqlf forms of govern- :

)
v

ment andﬂbureaubracy, His éritique, on the other hand, of
’

- - 1

)
—

“~

1 Stanley Heginbotham, Cultures in Conflict: The
Four Faces of Indian Bureaucracy (New York: Columbia’
University Press, 1975), . 44.
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the rigidity and ineqﬁality 3f dharma etHte-which enforces

onformity with established rules of social behavior, is
restrained. He seeks to correct tﬁgﬁe‘i?fects by re-inter-
preting the concept of svadharma. But®here again, social

reorganization cannot be brought about by mere exhortations.

e

e

Salient Features of Gram-svaraj

Vinoba envisions the ideal Gram-svaraj to be free
from all conventional politicking, courts, police and army.
However, he is pragmatic éﬁnggh to concede that such insti-
tutions will continue to function during the period of
transition from the R&nchayati-raj to Gram-svaraj. The
nature of such bodies, nonetheless, will be guite different.

Since the ideal of "partyless democracy" canfiot be

-

attained all at once, Vinoba suggests specific steps with a
‘ o ! ‘
view to making a beginning toward that objective.l Members

of parliamen;, for example, may be elected on party ticketg,

but after elections they would surrender paﬁty loyalty and
vote on every issue according to what their conscience
dictates to be best in the interest of the nation. Different
political pafties should forego their ideological differences

and evolve a common-platform on selective issues.like

Bhoodan and GramdanL_ The opposition pérties should support

0
v

G

v t

1 The following is based on Vinoba [Bhave] , Third

”'Power. pp. 62-64.

—————————— e ot ey - e




70
g

the government in power wherever necessary in the interest
of the public good and oppose it oﬂly when it subordinates
the common good to private interests. People in their turn
should back only those candidates, regardless of their
political affiliation, whom they know to be honest, selfless
and devoted to the cause of general welfare.

In many of the Gramdan villages the role of the
police is already taken over by the g%nti sainiks (Peace/
Brigade).',Unlike the regular army and the police force, the
members of the Peace Brigade are raised for service from the
village concerned. The former work efficiently, in Vinoba's
opinion, "only when they operate away from their home towns,

N

among the strangers. For thgre,’theﬂonly question is that
. :

of shooting people."1 By{;;;trast, a non-violent army like

-

the Brigade, in Vinoba's view, works much better in a familiar
setting among the familiar people. If thelstregﬁth of the
- L8

Brigade increases, he observes, the life sustaining power"

of the nation would also increase; internal disorder would

aisappear and natitnal solidarity would be enhanced

The Brigade is to be sustained by the villag

1 Vinoba [Bhavel , Women's Power, p. 53

2 Vinoba . [Bhave] , Third Power, p. 82.

\/ )
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aside a porﬁion of the ,cooked food for the bgpefit of a
hungry passerby or unannounced guest. The ritual symbolizes,
accordiné to:Vinobs, the idea of dana-yajfia. Vinoba suggests
that instéad of food, :ifistful of grain be kept aside in a
pot (Sarvodaya-patra) provided by the Sarvodaya workers and
which the volunteegs of the Brigade would later collect.

By giving their "vote for peace" with a fistful of grain,
Vinoba writes, the villagers will be indicating iﬁ a
democratic manner their approval of the idea and work of

the Peace Brigade.l .

W As to disputes and differencgg of view between
groups, Vinoba looks to the past tradition of Nyaya-Panchayats
(;aste-tribﬁnals) for the administration of justice. In this
cégZEEff he draws a distinction between the prevalent Anglo-
Saxon inspired legal institutions and the Nyaya-Panchayats.
The former incorporate restitution for a wrong (civil law)

q;nd punitive retribution (criminal law): Vinoba pleads for
the repeal of this division and'suggests that the concept of
reparatio;'(to individual and to society) should be extended
to the realm of penal law also to eliminate entirely the idea
of vengeance and violerice. This recommendation of Vinobaq

seems to be based on the anarchist~sounding idea that if

today we have tome to believe that in a gsociety without

1 Vinoba [Bhave] , Women's Power, p. 54.
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’

police and magistrate every man would rush to tear his

" neighbor apart, it is only because of inculcated

prejudices and defective education.l Vinoba rules out the
spectacle of a possible mutual conflict and strife~b; a mere
assumption about human nature. A second and related dis-
tinction he draws is between arbitration aﬁd neutral mediation ‘
between conflicting parties who agree to accept the arbjtra-
tor's decision and the judgment of legal courts representing
imposed authority. In the Gram-svaraﬁ of Vinoba's design,
Judges will be replaced by arbiters who will be elected by
contending parties in consultation with the Panchayat members.
In thisr;anner Vinoba hopes to restqre the unity between
social attitudes and the administration of justice as it
existed under the customafy law, by eliminating formal -
legal courts.2

Vinoba is a great admirer of pure science and ranks
it with dharma'and spirituality as the libe;ator of mén.3
Sciénce and the understanding it brings are the\enemies of

prejudice and of inert traditional ideals. Science and

technology, in his view, can help estab}ish a free éociety

<

1 These views were expressed by Vinoba in a speech
to the prisoners in the jail at Dhule (where he himself
served term in 1932) on August 14, 1948. Extracts of &shat
speech are reproduced in Ram, Mission, p. 228.

2 Vinoba [Bhavel , Swaraj, pp. 67-68.

3 This is ‘based on Vinobé [Bhate]l , Third Power,
pp. 40-72. : : .
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based on justice and opportunities for all. Science, like
dharma, has thevpower to bind individuals together and
foster cooperative spirit. Only self-knowledge and ségence;
not political ideologies, he declares, can harmonize the self
with society. Science today impels us to move forward from
the individual discipline of the ancient sages to a collec-
tive spiritual discipline. 1In the world of the future,
science and spiritual wisdom will displace power politics

" and sectarian religions.l Without the benefit of science -
what would a non-violent spiritual order be like? Vinoba
cites Lao Tse's description of isolated communities living
in peace in their own world. In the night they he%r dogs
arking in the distance and conclude that other villages

ust exist. This is peace without science because suzh

communities lack cooperative spirit which only science can
he generate. Stalinism, on the other hand, in his view,
is the expression of a scientifically planned order devoid
of spiritual principles of non-violence.

. . The agricultural land (in Soviet Union) has been
consolidated without cornsulting the farmers and -
bullocks. The bullocks do the full day's work
and the manager's duty is to see that they are
well fed. There is food and clothing . for all
but no one cares for your advice and you have

o freedom to try out your own ideas. These
wo patterns, Lao Tse's and Stalin's, are res-
ctively patterns of non-violence and coopera-

tion. 1In Gram-svaraj to come, they will be
integrated.?
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Finally, an interesting aspect of Sarvodaya polity
may be noted. It provides for independent grama (villége)
to federate with other grama on a voluntary basis to achieve
gertain common goals.' As a matter of fact, Vinoba envisions
a world federation of Gram-svaraj. Such a federation,
however, is not to be understood in the commonly held sense
of the term. Federated Gram-svarajs will not' be related,
in the words of Jayaprakash Narafan:

. « « to each other as in an hierarchy; rather
they will constitute a series of 'oceanic
circles' whose center will be the individual

will#ng to 'sacrifice' for the village, the

latter willing to do the same for the district.l

The administrative machinery required to keep such a federa-
tion is to be kept at minimum. 1Its role is compared toya
thread which holds together the flowers of the garland.

Just as the best garland is that in whiéﬂwgnly flowers are
seen, the thread remaining invisible,'likewi;e in the ideal

federation, the administration will remain invisible.2

& N

The Myth of Gramrsvaraj: An Appraisal

The Myth of Grﬁﬁ:;varaj was promoted in anticipation

-of a successful Gramdan campaign. But in the great majority

of villages that have opted for Gramdan, only the first

L3 ' [

7
1 Narayan, Polity, p. 34. (ﬁ -
Doctor, Anarchist, p. 75.

L]
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stage of Gramdan (dedlaf;gion of intent to sign away the
title deeds of all the village ;EPd in favor of the popula
constituted village assembly) has been realized. 'There are
relatively few villages in which the final stage of Gramdan
(mobilization of resources, constructive program activities)
is well advanced.! When asked how declarations of inteht_
to opt for Gramdan will lead to Gram-svaraj, Vinoba replies:
~ . The times demand that we offer to humanity

our all, as we would to a god. And just as

we symbolize our offering of ourselves in a

dramatic act of worship, so we declare our

commitment to humanity in the dramatic

symbolism of Gramdan . . . the Gramdan

resolution is a dramatic act symbolic of

hope and aspiration for spiritual revolution.

The drama is a necessary step, little by

"little science itself will turn the symbol «

into reality.2
Man, like bird, says Vinoba, has two wings--science and
spirituality--and he needs both together foé\his happiness.
The design of every machine provides for two forces’, one
to -generate -energy for movement and thefbther to guide it.
Impelled by the forces of science and spikituality, man is
bound to create conditions favorable for the institution of

L
Gx:qm-svaraj.3 While conflict is built into the market model
Sy ' -

1 Ostergaard and Currell, Gentle, p. 57.

2 Vinoba [Bhave] , Third P;:ét, PP. 64-2?.
| . LI )
3 Ibid.
. el
AY ’ i
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now prevailing in urban Iﬁdié, "scientifi&" Gramlg;araj,

claims Vinoba, will eliminate dissension. 1In fgct, ﬁe is

anxious to show how much India stands to lose by the ongoing ‘kéD
substitution of a market éystem for the traditional system

_based on d3na and yajfia in which exchaﬁge of .goods and
services ié not a Jéchaqical t;ansactién but a moral trans-
action that also promotes human relationships between
individuals and the;r céﬁmunity.l ’ ‘.

But the fact that to.daéé Gramdan has been more

successful in those very areas where the jajamﬁni system -
still retains iﬁs hold leads one to suggest that at least

two possigly undesirable consequences of Gram-svaraj are
.overlooked by Vinobd. First, the noém of Eeciprqcity which

is implicit tMerein is not incompatible with the se;f:i;terest
'péstulate; an® second, while reciprocity may help éréate
solidarity, iE‘can also be manipulated to‘secute advantade
‘over one's fellow men. That reciprocity in itself need not
imply equality, justice'or the golaen\fule is ?vident from thg
nature of the jati and'aéjamani Felationships which also
claim to have the nori of reciprocity as the basis of
organization. Given the non-market postulaté of th; péégpsed

Gram-svaraj.,-its major constituent, the division of labor, f

will be functional and hereditary and wiii,Btherefor ’ be

'S .'

.
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intertwined with the system of castes. Under’the circum-

o stances, its socio-economic 6rganizgtion will comé peri-
7 ) lously cldse-tp thé'gﬁe alread? exisgipg, viz. the 4
jajamani system which, based as it is 5ﬁ\the,cai¢e.strugtﬁrg,
" 4s aldo a labor structure tradi;iénalized\in a %eligious g
! - . . .. 4

L 4
L3

© 2 mdtrix. . - .
ES .. ( . L
) SRR In fact, one member of a reseagph team that studied
the functioning of the Gram-svaraj in.fifteen Gramdan

4

villages in the Musahari block of North Bihar, believes
. . , [ . -

| - ' 4 hE \
, that "the, 'Sarvodaya movenent' has its impact. on strengthening
. . . v /. o
A v . rather than weakening of the semi¥eudal bondagg:"l Two other<

- o . . N

i \ _‘members of the same team, gﬁ the other hand, remark: B
v {' There. are [sic] evidence tb/:show that’
o Gpamsabhas despite many docial and economit -
hur 8, have considerably succeeded in’ .
. L .. . minimizing exploitation in productive
PRI o i/péla ons and in making an effective co-
: v - " /ordihation of the various agrarian strata--
, - , ./ landrich, landpoor, and landless, in a o
' . . ‘&;sqcial framework. 2 ‘ ‘

o L, ® :

-

'

Y - o .
But they}glso go on tb céﬁment}fhat the‘fugctioning of the .,
. NB,_,J’) . v

/

L& ; Gram-svarq%EJt&n'be improved b allbging'the factions in-the
‘ . ) N . . /‘ . Y " ' . B
‘Gramsabha ggxpress'§Fefr,”competitive spirit” politicalf¥.3
L ' SN NN » . ) S ‘ — . . O \ .

¢ Lo N .

. % ) '
. -/‘ ! P P ) ‘Thg«“;‘) . F 4 ¢ 0
B 1 g . \Ti’" ) ¥ " . s s » 13 '
. . » Pradhan H. Prasad, "The Economic sPedspective,” in
¥  Sarvodaya an#d Development: Multﬁdigéiplinary Perspective
~ * from Musahari, ed. Sachchidananda (Patna: A.N.S, Institute

of Solial Studies, 1976), p: 96. — . : .

v , ; ?"Sachchidananda and S. Akinchan, "The Socidlogical
I ’ _Perspective,” in Sarvodaya 'and Development: - Multidisciplinary,
o K Perspective from Musahari, ed. Sachchidananda (Patna: A.N.S.
& B | . In:;iyute of Social Studieil 1976), p. 5%. .

L A , : i

. A P %

- v . &3 Ibid, 4 A
A ¥ T © - . ) . N
. v 4 - " . , . ’
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the urge to compete is natural in man.

. Now, traditional Indian political theories reé%énize t

o

h,at‘\

78

"Man by nature likes

to interfere with the pogsessions and rights of others," '

a king to rule,"

like birds--flying at each other's throats in suicidal®

strife.",2

~

observgs Manu with brutal frankness.l

"Without laws and

drives home the point that desire for power is natural

L

man. N

The mainh problem in India today is to direct this

warns the Mahabhérata, "men will behave

Thyough a number of similar analogies, the epic
p ‘ ;

in’

..

desire ,(for power through proper channels in order to realize

the values of democratic living.

system has not wo;E;d successfully in India (and perhaps

I£ is true that the par'ty

elsewhere) in attaining that‘goaL‘ But still, it has begun -

to shake the old strongholds of power (especially in the

N

rural context) and has been -erecting new ones that can offer

to share in power.
in Which empirical
arising out of the

a "reciprocal" but

~
~

N

greater opportunity to the weaker sections in the villages

The party s}btgg\has its place in a world

solutions are sought for the problems-

clash of’Wil{f and interests and not in-
‘ -

' \ . ‘
éEQ;isasysfiﬁfikag/leaves no room fox a

difference of opinions. -

&

1 Quéted in Johh Spellmah, Political Theory of
Ancient India (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), pp. 5-6.
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¥ CHAPTER IV ; , s

. -’
- ) THE MYTH OF SAKTI .

Introductlon a ‘ . !

The pouvoir moteur of Vinoba's Myth of Saktl is the

‘ |
powerful and rich symbol of Saktil (power homologized with
bfemaleness() and its counterpart-;—virza (power homélogized as

m§leness) . The key symbol of Sakti unlocks, as it were,

the main thematic code of Hindu ethos and Weltanschuung--both -
e .

P

traditional and contemporary. Historically, Indian thinkers
N

have been acutely awarg and conscious of this fact and have
sought to accomodate the thﬁme of Sakti in their thought and
works.

| -
Sakti is reflected .in the writin

LY

In this century, this trg:itional preoccupation with

of national leaders frem

# { % é “

s
Vivekananda to Vinoba 'as concern with-the low status of

L . -

women in Ix{idi’an society and in the ways and means of raising

' itl » A . . - [
Following parsons! it can be aﬁ:::hat status

refers to the position of a, p:erson} in a social i'elatiox?ship
system. ' Role ,@ode)!, thta &ynamic aspec':t‘of status, may be

said to fepresent 'selected facets of a persqn's behavior for
spec~if~ic purposes. Ins‘tit‘ut‘ion"' may bé und"erstood a's‘ a‘ , (v
crystalllzed pattern of expectatla.ns defining culturalle(

approprlate behavior of persons in various socf’ai\noleé

[

. : ( [ > T .
1 Talcott Parsons et al., Family, Socialization and
Interactlénal Process (Glencoe, EFll. -4 'Free Press, 1955), P 43,

U 79

Y-




e e . o = P s am e - a

L)

bl ‘ T r
. P )
*Vinoba's Myth of Sakti, I will be arguing.below, is designed

’
to bring about-changes in two social institutions in con-
»

, . temporary India family and local self-government. From

Indian women's perspective this would essentiaily involve

> “

securing for them a), right to pursue bralgfmacharya (cbnduct
: e %

appropriate tdé the realization of brahman) and brahmavidya

¢ ~

(spiritual know%edge); b) freedom from work away from home;

F~and c¢) leadership 4n local self~government. ~
o \%

Vinoba conceives of Sakti as immanent in the gualities

of love and non-violence which in turn are seen as essential

attributes of woman. The “pfactice of brahmacharya is thoughtq

¢+ to reawaken and develop Sakti to its fullest extenf. which
i

thc(an i to be directed in the service and welfare of the
b o
/( people. For the purpose Vinoba sv.)gqests three role

models for Indian women which, he believes, while raising

L

. 4
their secial status, would also help realize the ideal of
Sarvodaya. Vinoba pompously styles them as Brahmacharini .

+ {female ascetic), Grjha-devata '(goddess: in ‘the house) 4nd 4

Gram-devata (village goddess).-“ Here, they will also be

. . identified as female ascetic, housewife and civic leadér

®

\ respect?i{bely. Unlike Gandhi Vinoba demonstrates acute

awareness of ;the serious problem of overpopulation in India

’ and\argues~ that the practice ?f brahmacharya will-also
i\, - . . i . )
. directly contribute to ;.be low\efing of the fertility rate.

3
<

But'it is not cledr from. Vinoba's writings whether every
. ., { €
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woman should ful,fiil all the three’ roles in }}er lifetime or

whether she is free to make a censcious and voluntary choice
. &

of a lifestyle as dictated by her natural inclinations:

But before moving/on to a detailed study of the Myth
. .

of Sakti, it would be instructive to havesan overview of

the traditional understanding of the symbol of Sakti and. .
its identification wi\th femaleness since beliefs about Q}}’af

.

a female is underlie both the role models the traditio‘n o f"‘.
Lracrt.od e

advocates foy women and their status in Hihdu religious b
practice and society.

¢ - . L

In Hindu cosmolo&, from the unmanifest substratum
of the uni®erse (identified with brahman in the system of Vedanta)
beings are made manifest (and eventually returned to the un-
amanifest) through the tension created by the constapt inter-
play of thg opposing forces of cohesion and®\disintegration

\

. .
{later conceptualiked as the gods Visnunzgnd Siva respectively).
ol U ' R

This ténsion define&hakti—-the manifesting power and the —
creative principle conceived as fefnale in gender. All f/

creation-\humap and material and all power in the Hihdu world |
originate in fen;aleness. All beings contain their.share of
i .
Sakti (often in potent form) with which they are endowed at
birth. This 55_15_& can be increased %nd decréased thr9u<¥
later actions. Brahmanic texts for example maint?a&in that |
va{riousn austerities, particularly sexual abstinanée can
increase a man's/_;;}_t_i_ which- then is con;:eptualiZed as virya-- i

d clear white lig¥id which is stored in the head. N

’
, 7 '
o

.
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At the cultural level the symbol of Sakti s_efrvies as
a convenient meeting ground for the brahmanic a.nd' popular
, traditions. The ;:ult of Sakti as benevolent goddesses
(devi) and consorts of various male gods .is elaborated in
- many brahmanic texts from the 'Vedic period onwards. 1
Saraswati, Sita, Lakgmi are some of the better known mani-
festi)ations of gg_l_cgi_‘in brahmanism. The popular tradition
conceives of Sakti as the 'Great N‘iother' (matd) . She is
not ‘wife' of anf god since such/?role is perceived as one
of subordination devotion. The tﬁotheﬂ,‘ on the ot?er‘ hand,

is the one who provides and protects and who also can wreak

ES

vengeance if disobeyed. Mother, therefore, is to be

)respectéd and commands obeisance. The cult of Gram-devata

¢

s (vi%age goddess) is widespread in the countgyéide particularly
in the eastern amd socuthern'regions of Thdia. The popular
tradition also identifies femininity . (§akti) with nature

\‘ (Erakrtl) and" accordlngly deltles that preside over those

’

~
\ critical sectors Of life whlch the villagers belleve they ;
cannot control such as success of crops and occurrence of
< N

‘
famines, prgtection againdt diseases .like.smallpox, cholera,

child bifth, health and the'like, are all motherly figures.

The identification of Sakti as the 'Great Mother’

@r a benevolent goddess has had important gonsequences for r
¢ - N I3
’ . X %\)/
1 Joseph Campbell,' \;I'he Masks of God, 2 vols. (London:
Secker and Warburg, 1960) ,\2: 204-205,

- ! . T
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Hindu culture and society in general and for the status of

Hindu women in particular. Woman is alternatively' (and
k4
often simultaneouély) seen as a real, living and sacred

symbol of motherhood-- (embodiment of ultimate and creative

e

. f +
power) anp\ihe mute, subdued, loving housewife. A central
theme (Gf the norms and guidelines for proper female behavior

1% the br3hmana inspireé classical religious literature,
_————T& K

for example, is that man must control women and their power.
The dominant norms for her, therefore, concern her role_as’
wife. Mandsmggtl accordlngly focusses largely on this aspect
of wom;n. mhe folklore and vernacular tradltlonsﬂ on the
other hand, empha51ze much more the role model& and norms

for mothers.l Further, such psychosocial traits as competi-
tion; aggqusion or poWer} ag expressions of Sakti, are not
exclusrvely'associated with masculinity per se.

Gandhi perhaps was the first gontemporarj Indian .
politician to recognize and tap the power inherent in the
myth of Sakti. Without belittling the/i} roles as mothers
and wives, he sought for Indian women (as bearers of éEEEi)
an equahlywimpof?;;x role to play in the strugg}e for the
political independence of India. Already Vivekananda2 had

' S : . \

-

1 ashish Nandi, “Woman versus Womanliness,"in
Indian Women: From Purdah to Modernity, ed. B.R. Nanda

_(New Delhi: Vikasg 1976), p. 157-59.

i
.

. .
2 Chief disciple of the nineteenth century Hindu

mystic Ramakrishna and founder of the Ramakrishna Mission.
N ! FAS
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' linked the traditional image of -sacred motherhood to the *

modern concept of motherland, hoping therebf to give a
sanctity to the basically Western con;ept of nationhood
in an esﬁgntiallx apolitical and traditio™1 society like )
India's: Now Gandhi tried to prgvide dignity to the women '
of?india'by positing a new equétion between femaleness and
political potency. The i&portant contribﬁ;ion that women
later wen£ on to make to the freedom sgguggle proved Gandhi
righg. It also revealed that in those sectors of modern

>
life which are di'sjunctive with the traditional”lifestyle
and whicﬁ a; such lack clearly defined and well developed
norms, Hindu women need not start with as mahy handicaps as .
in many other societies,; In the pagg,féw decades; pol'itics{3
public affairs and careers in 1iberal‘professionsVBEﬁ£ .
pfoved to be those very sectors where a woman's public

success is not viewed as detracting from her private woman-.

liness. - . C e
N - 2 :
The Model of Brahmacharini

While Gandhi was preoccupied exploring ambiguous and
undefined fields of social activity in which women could
freely and effectively articipaé, Vinoba today seeks to

gain for them entry to the traditionally well defineéd and

L4

1,4 ) ,

R 2 mhis section is based on Viﬁoba_LBhave], "Women
to Revolt," Women's Power, pp. 12-17.

.
A . - »

N
énr‘ )




- pp. 98-99, .
/I AN . . »

85

P

*
entrenched male bastion: asceticism. A lifelong brahmachari

(celibate) himself, Vinoba passionavtely appeals to women of

India to take to celibacy and serve the cause-of Sarvodaya.

their daughters (and sons) at. an early age thereby
them of their right to choose the life of ascetic. Vinoba

He is sharply critical of Hindu parents for marryi off
x;‘igpriving

traces the origin of this discriminatory practice to the

custom of partitioning human life and values in terms  of

life stages (F8rama) and corresponding attitudes and goals

| (9
-

(purusdrtha) that came into vogue in the post Vedic period.
Earlier Vedic‘ classification fof lifestyléd® did not entail a
discontinuity between this'-worldly and other-worldl}i aims and
motivations. The socgfty as a whole was seen as the domain
of dharma which has both active (pravrtti) and passive

(nivrtti) aspécts. The ascetic and his ideal —-—moksa--

.accommodated as agpects of nivrtti. Gradually, possibly
g

. \
under the Srowing influence of Buddhism and Jainism, moksa

came to be regarded as opposite of dharma. When the quietis-~
) . — .

gxc teachings of the Upanisads and the-matufg asceticgt’radi-— K

tions of Byddhism and Jainism were finally reconciled with

the ritualism of brahmanism, a new socia}l classification

4 /
eme;:gedl which divided hum&n life span /in four stages and

\xg\

.

recognized moksa as the supreme’ goal ¢f life.

©

1; , « ) /
1 Stephen Tyler, ;gdia: 'An Anthropological Perspec-
tive (Pacific Palisades, Ca.: Goodyear Publishing, '1973),

/ L 4
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Vinoba complains that this post Vedic ideal of human

" life and.social organization is cast from male perspective

and discriminates against women who are judged uhworthy and

o
i

unqualified to seek moksa'and as such have no right to
==

practise brahmacharya. The basis Gf this inequality, argues

Vinoba, is gender which is learned and socially imposed
boé:hav:i.or.l Being man or woman ig an accident. Gender,
aczcord'ing to him, is neither unjversal nor an essential

i

property of being human. The politics and culture of sexual

differentiation is only made po?sible by the sexual reproduc- s

tion of human beings. But sexual intercourse is not a human

need. It is gply a social institution. Allegedly natural

" and biological sexual drives and needs disappear with the ,

t

I
elimination of their reproductive functions through total

brahmacharyi which then reveals’the ontologically pristine

L]

. 2
and asexual oneness of human beings.

/ ) i . .
7 )

1 Mere Vinoba seems to echo a cultural determinist
like Margaret Méad who observes that differences in the
conception of sex roles in various cultures could not 'be
accounted for merely in terms of natural differences
between sexes. Male and Female: ‘A Study of the Sexes,in
a Changing World (New York: New American Library, 1955).
(Hereafte» referred to as Male). g

2 Compare this with the traditional Christian view
attributed to Ambrose according td which the soul itself,
escaping the polarity of the sexes, may be seen as either
male or female or neither. It is male in relation to the
lower activities of man, female in gonnection  with the o
superior actiwities of God, though¥An itgelf it is beyond
the male or the female. See G. Ta¥ard, Women in Christian
Tradition (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of wotre Dame

. Press, 1973), p. 105.

}
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But while the traditional understanding of brahman

and braghmacharya stops héqg'(see supra, page 81), Vinoba
goes further and claims that the quest for brahman
simultaneously fosbeys in the seeker tﬁe qualities of
compassion and concern for his fellow béings and the ability
and desire to help them grow spiritually. ﬁe then promptly
fuses this new interpretation7of brahman to the teaching of
Jesus, 'Love thy neighbor as thysg}f' to come up with what
may be the'key—tenet of éarvodaya: Loving one?wvheighbor is
the dharma of eachlindividual.because the same spirit
animates us all.l'\Female ascetics are best qualified to
spread this truth, in his view, b;cause 'as the yerf’incarna-
tion of love and non-violence' they can effectively communicate
with both men and women in rural India. -

Here Vinoba's point is well taken becaﬁse in the

.

countryside sggﬁnge men cannot even look at women, who, parti~-

" A
cularly in the north, are secluded behind the veil or within

'tpe four walls of the home. This severely curtails direct

acCess to a 'large segment of Indian population. . Under the -

4 A

* *
circumstances only the wandering.female ascetics would be in
S

a position to bring the peséage of Sarvodaya right into the

1 This is based on the interview that binoba gave to
Linton (see supra) in September, 1967 whénghe told her,
"Christ taught. . . love thy neighbor as thyself. Love thy
neighbor, that is humanity, love thyself stands for spiritha-
lﬁty.‘ When giving the mankind this message, Chxdist bridged
the gulf between the two." Quoteg in Linton,\Fragmenﬁg, p.48.

a
P )]

.
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heart and hearth of rural India. But it is not clear from

Vinoba's writings how the Brahmacharini will divide their

‘

time and energies between the quest for brahman and mission-
ary propoganda on behalf of Sarvodaya although he does
mention reserving.the first week\of October every year

when Sarvodaya ;scetics should blitz the countryside and

carry out intense propoganda ‘on Gramdan and Gram-svaraj in

selected districts. °

i

Nonetheless the role mddel of Brahmacharini indicates
departure from the traditioniin two significant w?&s. Firstly,

?
though the communities of mgle ascetics are not unknown in

: N

India, the idea of female ascetics banding together is novel.

= _— . )
Secondly, the spectacle of ,wandering ascetics--of any sect

i
or sex--spreading a social message, (in this instance of

\ & . . ¢ . v L0 /ﬂ
justice to‘ther landless, the untouchables and women) 1is
urtknown to the tradition. - 4 v\)
Y . The Model of Griha-devatal .

- : "
' Though at heart Vinoba would wish every man apd
K »

L

woman to be a life long practiti¥ner of brahmacharya, he
- ’ : ' \

. > i . - )
is realistic enougsh and graceful enough to conceaé\phat 5

most will eventually choose to marry and raise families.

But he¥is also quiék to remind them that the inequality

4 -

' ol

N
} This section is based on Vinoba [Bhave] , .
"Social Problems,’ Women's Power, pp. 35-48. o

2
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between the genders posited at the spiritual level is also
retained at the conjugal level in the domain of family.

A housewife is touted as the incarnation of sympathy,

seryice and self-giv;ng; just as the male is auﬁonOmous,
self-defining active self. S%perior in love and virtue, 'she
is conceived as inferio; iq abilipy&and will. This secondary
status of a married woman, Vinoba believes,ris not imposed

®

of necessity by anhy natural feminine characteristics but -rather
['S

by environmental forces of education and social tradition ¢

ol
Vinoba proposes to replace this paradigm of unequal .

under gpe purposeful coQtrol of men. : ’ \\> e

relatlon between the gende¥s in a conjugal setting in favor

of a new one based on the primciples of self-autonomy and
altruism which also characterizes his general model for
: /7

the structure of human relations. Conjugal relation, he

believes, is a patural social relation because the sentiment
[
of love, Eﬁizé;zn'srgociality, is dependent on reciprocity. D

A . L3
- The concérn, care and support that partners give apd expect
v .

of each other, therefore, must be groﬁnded in a healthy

-~

concern and respect for each self. Partners should not use
- o2

3

one another as a means o satisfy the sex drive. Within this

framework,/:i:;ii)maintains, a married couple could still

‘keep its vo
A
precepts of dharma afd lead a morally principled conjugal life.

]

brahmacharya if they were to follow the
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Following Gandhi (and Manu) as his authorities, Vinoba
declatres that a conjugal relationship of a man and a woman is //
as good as celibate if sexual union is restricted for theé”
purpose of:: procreation; and only when both the partners )
express a desire to have a child.l J'Sex éﬁn his view is a sacred
act and marriage a sacrament. There is room in marriage for
only the first child as dharmja (born for and accorging to
dharma); all the subseﬁu“ent issues being kémxaj’a (bor‘n of lustx).2
Couples, thetefore, should strictly follow the guidelines of |
dharma and serve the conjugal pﬁa} e of their life as a steppdng-

Stone, for the life of brai\machaxya.

I\.
Vinoba insists that housewives sliould be spared the
s Ve .

drudgery of outs:.de work in which, he believes, \they have no
real interest. Their outside wor:k is only expected to supple-~
ment the perhaps temporarily inadequate savings of their
‘providers’. Ideally, women should always be provxded for.

Vmoba quotes approv1ngly from the Manusmntl to make his point J‘
v . ‘ \
In childhood a woman should remain under the . J
" authority of her father; . in youth after her
: marriage, she should live with her ‘husband,
and in 61d age she should live with her son,

Women should not be free,3

3

’;‘}' !

. s ]
v . : 8
-

1 M. K. Gandhi , Women and Social Inlustlce (Ahmedabad'

Navajivan Publishing House, 1942), p. 101 (Vinoba hlmself
does not provide any references to this work ‘of Gandhi.) .

1
2

Ibid., p. 10_4. . o o

~

4
/'v 3. SR S :
. Vinoba [Bhave] , Women's Power, p. 48.
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He -insists that when Manu denies freedom to women, he uges
that term ip a sense different from the orie commonly under-
stood today. '"Today freeéom means independence", he wrltps,
"but in ancient times the wordnmeant bhe respons1b111ty of

earning a liv1ng ' Nomen should not be free' therefore means

women should not be responsible for earning their.living'{.1 £

Notwithstanding his indignation over the unejual and
asymmetrical nature of the brahmanical norfts of conjugal

. o A

relationsh;ps,'viﬁoba's alternatjive role model Ep;'Qhe 5333e~

wifé differs little from the traditional one in which women
"y )
belong in the home and gear heirs-~to both property and

. 1 .
social position. Yo be able to keep women within the four

~7 .

walls of hame is to Vinoba. the sign of high-’status anq,
. {
economic prosperity of the family. This is unfortunate

because it would seem to encourage.the process of sansk%iti-

\ ~

zation which involves imitation by lower castes of brahmanic

llfestyles in order to gain-a higher 5001a1 ranklng in the

L '

caste hierarchy. But today the Manu-lﬁéplred brahmanlc ideal
of noq-working housewife (the goal of emulating low taste
faTiIieé) itself is in a sﬁaté of flux thénks to the twin
chall'nées"of modernization and westernization partly“ﬁn\\
response to which upper caste women have started accepting. -

jobs that require getting out of homes. Since this phenomenon

is of recent origin, emulating loy caste families have as their
3

[y

1 Ipid.

o e st
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‘ideai not the }iberal, modernizing brahminvwoman of today but

her counterpart of yesterday. The following example will

c

perhaps make the point clearer.1 ‘A family(bf telis (caste of

0oil pressers) made good and built a partly pucci (brick) &ouse;
Previously, the women in the family used to help in workinq the
ghghi (0il press) and in vending mustard oil in the streets.

But with prosperity, the women members stopped working, took

to veil and began staying home. . Consequently, the authority
' ‘ )

L4

of the husband increased while the women .of the family were

, ’{
pushed back into the limited female roles. The emulating
family acquired a higher social standing in the wvillage but
in the process its female members lost some of their freedom

é

_ ,
and power of decision. o

) This indicates the serious weakness in Vinoba's model
of ideal house&ife. Restricted to non-income producing house-
work, her éociai status is likely to remain submqréed with

that of her husband. In remaining self-supporting on the ~
other hand; ége working woman can retain her indepeqﬁeﬁt‘

status not only economically but socially as well. In a \
village setting such as enyisaged in the Graﬁisvaraj her labor®,

no less than her husband's, would contribute directly to fhe

]
L

Bhatty, "Muslim Women in Uttar Pradesh:
Social Mobility ahd Directions of Change,” in Women in
Contemporary India: \Traditional Images and Changing Roles,
ed: Alfred DeSouza (Dﬁ{?IT’/Manohar, 1975), p. 34.

€
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collective village (rather than merely the domestig) welfare.
r ~ Her social status, therefore, (at-least in. part) would derivg
¢ ' ' rot
fro® her own talents and accofiplishments, rather than being

a reflection of her husband's.
d .

Brhhmacharya as_ a Means of Population Controll .

Unlike many Indlan natLOnal polltical*leaders, Vinoba
is perturbed by the coﬁt1nu1ng rapld growth of populatlon in

India. He believes that besides being a serious social and

economic¢c problem, population grqwth ﬁ}so poses a moral problem
because it is an obvious sign of the comstant violation of
dharma, whith as it was rem@rked earlier, only sanctions'one
. child. Population growth, t6 Vinobg, therefo;é, is of moral
concern and population restraint is.a,hofal obli'gation because
neither the future generétions nor members of present genera=-
tion need to tolerate 1mmora1 and 1rrespons1ble procreation.
\ — The ideal of Sarvodaya cannot be createdlavernlght. it w111
have to be the outcome of a number of generations cooperating.
Whgn eariker generations restrain their family size they help
“ establish the méterial and mor&l foundations of the Sarvodaya

social order. .Vinoba appeals to Hindu religious leaders to

follow the lead of the Catholic and Jaina churches and encourage

i 1 This section is based on Vinoba [Bhave] , "Family
_ " Planning and Women's Power", Women's Power, pp. 89-98.




\\\;mggéﬁented. Movies and most contemporary literature incite

" new ideal”. Quoted in Women's Power, p. 92.

women to bedome nuns.t This measure, he believes, in addition

to prpvidiﬁg the Sarvodaya movement with missionaries ‘will also *
contribute to population control. For the same reasons he is |
critical of somg/éf the passages of Manusmriti where he
detects a pro-natalist stance.2

' Vinoba argues that there is a direct relation between 9.
the low rate of fertili’y and brghmacharya; all measures that .,

S L'
would facilitate the keeping of -this vow should therefore be -

pasgions and should therefore be banned. Vegetarian diet by
contrasf cools sexual drive and should be promoted: Besides,
cultivéting grain for the vegétarian's diet entails low inputs
of energy. While an acre of land will grow enough grain to
feed the vegetarian; it will take four acres to grow the grain '*4
for a goat destined for the non-vegetarian's meal. Hard

manual labor is to be encouragéd because it diverts man's
attention awAyufrom the thought of sex. Mofeovpr, the harder .,
people'Work; tggymore will they produce for the starving
millions. Full .stomachs in turn will help combgt population df

gfowth because starvation, he thinks, fuels passions. The

progeny of the weak and hungry, in his judgment, tends to be

.

s

“~

1 Vinoba [Bhave] , Women's Power, p. 5. ) o

»

! 2 He, for instarce, argues that. Manu's dictum, "The
mother of eight sons is forfunate and auspicious" might have
had some validity in the past; but today ‘'the conditions are
reverse and religious celibacy therefore must become the

- s
?




impotent and siékly. The question of family planning, he
;herefore ancludes, merits cons%deqation from.spiritp@l,
scientific and sociological perspectives. Py
But he would not sanction artificial methodé of
birth control because while they may prevent prégnancies;
precious gigxg~is%lost to-passion. Sustained loss of virya
in this manner dilutes a man's energies and thickens his Wits.<:§«r.
Its accumulation through self-restraint, on the other hand,
in addition to reducing the birth rate, will also improve E;e
quality of the off-spring. A diligent couple therefore,
cautions Vinoba, should not waste its virya--the source of
mankind's spirituai,,biological and moral strength.2
The above accognt indicates that Vinoba}s solution to
the population problem is essentially cast ffom réligious and
mo;al perspectives. Culturally, it is grounded in the cult

of vIrxa. However, it is difficult to accepi Vinoba's claim

that brahmécharya alone can check population growth in India.

At best a certain decline in the rate of fertility can be

‘attributéd in some middle class men's favorable inclination

towards periods .of abstinence for the sake of their physical

;heaith and spiriéual vigor. But at just what level a declining

1 Vinoba [Bhave] , Women's Power, p. 89.

* 2 Vinoba adds, "Off-springs’ increase or decrease by

'sin or by virtue. The earth is burdened by sins, not numbers.

MU ettt st g, e

Population growth accompanied by rise in virtue cannot over-
burdén Mother Earth", Ibid.
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average, frequency of coitus begins to reduce average fertility
rate is not now known because the critical factér here is not
mean frequency per week, month or year as maintained by Vinoba,
but whether a woman has sexual relations during the fertile 48 '
heurs or so of hef menstrual cycle.1 This suggests Ehe
difficulty of making a balanced 'assessment of Vinoga's ideas -

on causes of overpopulation and birth control because they
express cultural beliefs masquerading as scientific principles.
The discrepancies in his propositions derive perhaps froﬁ the
fact that his main inspiration comeg, not from science, but

from his ideological convictions. 1In a sense @hen, he is a
typical representative of that enduiing breed in India: a
traditionalist, marginally on the fringe of modernity, in

search of protective scientific coloration for ﬂis'ideas.

For this reason, though his intentions are laudable,. he arrives
at 'strange conclusions. A sudden shift from a moral explanation
of overpopulation-té a more biologically oriented one taxes

his analytical capaéity: chronic hunger weakens a man's

appetite and by a process of compensation sexual appetite
asgerts itself proportionally increasing the frequency of

sexual relations and therefore the chances of conception. The

whole argument has merely a curiosity value. Vinoba ascertains

®

L

1 The point is elaborated in David Mandelbaum, ‘Human
Fertility in India: Social Components and Policy Perspectives
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), p. 65. See
‘also Moni Nag, "Sex, Culture and Fertility: 1India and United
_ States", Current Anthropologyl3 (April 1972): 232.
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‘trarily posits a correlation: There is no scientific evi- ' .

. dence that people bgéome sexually stimulated in the first |

"growth on a major scale in a non-contracepting society like

" women with non-familial roles as';iable‘alternativé to early

| . , . ]
, " , 97,’
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the.do—existence of two independent phenomena and then arbi=

\

phased of hunger.

His suggestions of raising the age at marriage and
———
reducing the period of co-habitation, on the other hand, appear

as one of the fgw sound policy interventions that might be

<

able to initiate, on a long térm basis, a'decliqe in population

t

India's. But this raises the important question of providing

marriage. Vinoba wisely settles for education--brahmavidys.

But given his spiritual bent of mind and Vedantic background,

v
~

he envisages communities of celibate women seeking self- R

realization in'a commune. But a deliberate policy of delayed
. 4 '

{or self-denied) marriage would nét be a viable means of

population control especially in the developing context of

. -

India unless institutional structures surrounding marriage * . -
N N L)

behavior are changed so that the incentives are to marry late

4

or never (in the case of Brahmacharini) as desired by Vinoba.

.
: r
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The Modal of Gram-devata

3

The role of Gram-devata is modeled after the village
. M - ) i . PN
goddess who is propitiated by the villagers whenever a calamity

strikes. thei,r.vﬂ'lage. There is nbthiﬁg' particularly striking

"about Vlnoba ] 1deal housewife and female ascetics were not
uncommon in Vedlc Indla, but there are no antecedents m

Indian tradition of women running the «v:.llaqe Penchayats.
-~ s, . M .
According to Vinoba, women are .eminently qualified for this
' . A . & .
task because of their intrinsic non-violent and lowing nature.

Men have created and perpetuated the world's soc;i'a}. structure

T

. i s . . .
by resorting to the intrigues of centralized government ‘and

prthbdox politicking. 1In this ‘garrison state’ (to use

I.assw_«g:ll's;2 e’kgression) spe.c1al:.sts on vxolence have become the
most powerful group. Modern instruments of warfare (from
conventxonal to nuclear) tend to socialize danger sqQ that the
mankind is faced w1th annihilation. $o,what can pe done? Can
the mJ.lJ.tar:Lzed male mz.nd be c:.villanlzed’ 'Are there coﬁnter-

) .
velllng forces? Vlnoba s answer.ls yes. In the age of: nuclear
science when men have beén intoxicated by - violence, he. suggest;:\
women shOuld s,ef.ve their mother power to .dismantle "the garrison —

state” and estaRlish the rule of compassi.on.3 Though non-violent

1 This set!ion is based on Vineba [Bhavel , "Lok niti

and Brahmavidya”, Women's Power, pp. 65-70.

2 Lasswell, Political,‘p. 165.

3 Vinoba (Bhave] , Women's Power, p. 53. .




-

'by nature, women ar'e fearless.‘ Men lack soultfor,ce and have
therefore‘_armed_ themselves to the teeth-with all kinds of
‘dangterous and destruc't-ivel weapons. But arms alone cannot
‘igs-till' conrage'and confidence. 'I‘he' poweﬁr and force of
nOn-v1olence .is far superlor to any arms w1elded by men. Hel'
therefore J.nv1tes womén to enter politics to put an end to,

g

all VJ.olence-prone, male—domlnated factiOn-ridden institutions
1

of orthodox- politlcs (Rajmtl) a{nd inaugurate the -er.a of
people's polit‘ifcs ' (Lokn;tl) . He therefore appeals to ' v
women - to ‘seize control over the Panchayats by ynlhg electlons
and Lntroduce the rule of pEace and harmony in »»the villages.{
Both the: v1llage goddesses and mothers love all thelr chlldren
equally. .For this reason a Gram-devata (a. ¢ivie leagier, that
'ig) will be incapable of en;aging in partisan,politios.
Politg.cal parties’, Vinoba points out, are built to secure -
and protect ‘material interests of a ‘'part', faction of the
po_pulatiop,. - As oivic leaders; women will rise apove partlyA
politics\.l. The happy atmosphere of peaoe and plenitude that ,. ’
can prevail in a hou‘svehoxld under the guidance of. 'a Griha-devata,

he ma:Lntams, can be recreated at the v111age level by the

, ,Gran’devata -

-

1‘V:i.noba [_Bhave‘] , Women's Power, p. 66.

™

? Ibjd., p. 6l. Lo
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A§ inaipated éarlier. Hindu cos&olqu invests femini-
nity with"uniimited power. But tradig%onally, women's energ%es
have been absorbed in looking afﬁfr their families or eking out
a living as agricultural laborers. Under the circumstances,
Vinoba's attempt to divert women'; powgr into politicel
channéls (albeitfunorthodcxf for cqnstfuc?ivg ends in tﬁe
contegt of a soc&sty which traditionally has been apolitical,

f

is bold and inndvative. But it is difficuylt to Agrée with his
N

claim thattﬁbmen qua female are innately loving and non-violent

and as such better qualified to run the village Panchayats

betause, implicit in such an argument, 'is the tenet that .
sexually appropriate role modéling is a function of pre-cultural
se%/differencas. This runs counter to his earlier claim that .
sex differences ate cultﬁral in origin; that gender is learned
and socially imposed behavior.1 Stif&, a part of his thesis
that women can apéreciably affect the political process in
India,” appears tenable, but on different ground.

It is a well known fact that in India castg plays an

important and often decisive role at all levels of "the politicél

1 In fairness to Vinoba it has to be pointed out that
the nature and the accurate discrimination of male/female
differences within their common humanity continues to be a
baffling issue in social science and contrastive views have
emerged. One, as exemplified in Margaret Mead, Male and
designated ethnological holds that masculine/feminine psycho-
logical differences are based on inculcated expectancies that
differ culturally and are learned. The contrasting view,
recently articulated by Melford Spiro is that masculine/feminine
sexuality is ethological, that is, 'based in some manner on
given pan-human anatomical differences. See Gender and Culture:
Kibbutz Women revisited (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press,
1979). .

*
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process. andidates for political offices are chosen and

voted in or thrown out on caste considerations. ' Caste .

A

’
.

interest§~d{ctate political batronage aﬂa the pork barrel.
.But the caste systenm seems to oberate ﬁ;bm th: male perspec-
tive.‘ The rglatioﬁship bétween‘caéte and feméle gender by 4 ’
contrast is ambiguous and remains undefined. A woman does not
* " have an independent caste identitf. If she marriks outside
her caste she acqui;es the caste of her husbanddﬁ This might
indicate that.unlike the man's, woman's commitment to caste may
not be absolute and caste might ot be a crucial f;Ltor in
shaping her character, behavidr and attitudes. Politically,

-

.this-would imply that women as voters, if given the freedom '
to vote according to gheir conscience an preference, will
not necessarily, like their male kins, cast their ballots, $\\\
en bloc, along caste lines. Secondly, as pol%fical candidates
they mighf attract votes across caste lines. . And finally, in
‘tPe event of a deadlock, women candidates\might mhké‘a more
acceptable compromise choice. Sui? developments can significantly
contribute to the political activation of wonlen as weil as to
the democratization of the political process. Vinoba would*
gladly endorse these welcome changes since sexual equality

. and a higher social status for women requires the abolition of .
sex role differentiation in the polity no less than in the

' domain in spirituality. ,

s\
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X 7
The Myth of Sakti: .An Appraisal

Given the fact that the theme of Sakti is a very
powerful myth in Hindu tradition--brahmanic and popular,
Vinoba like Gandhi shows good judgment anajﬁtrategy in
wishing to‘press it inég senvicz/to secure justice and a’
higher socio-legal status for women in India. He expects
them to recognize their own potential and manipulateuitlfor

a good cause--Sarvodaya. But compared to his achievements

. . . ¥ C ,
-in procuring land to the landless, his success in improving

e

the lot of Indian women has been minimal. The role models he
constructs for them appear to be too idealis ic and too
theoretically worked out. As a brahmachari\who, at the age

L

of fifteen, broke all bonds with family life and women; Vinoba

betrays lack of contact and direct insight into the actual
‘conditions and problems of contemporary Indian women. His
%yideas and visions about women, therefore, are based upon
literary and religious sources mostly of brahmanic provenance.
Thig is é?éarly discernible in his models of Brahmacharini agd
. Griha-devata:
Hig "my;hs' of Bhoodan-yajna and Gram-Svar;j lead us
to‘believe that the ideal Sarvodaya community would be, a
!bopulist, rural based farm economy where meh and:w?men would
a) learn once again to identtfy with nature, b) become’
physically productive and c) giscard the superficial and
corrupting culture}of urban life. Now women will be expected
to cqntribﬁte fo agricultural operation§ in such a community

[ .
-
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(as ihdeed they do today on farms) through food processing o

and gathering in dry, cereal agricyltuge cultivation in the
north or through water control and trans lanting and weeding J

in wet rice cultivation in the east ang south. -The cost of
withdrawing them from agricultural labor force as vinoba's
model of Griha-devata démands would be substantial and in-

consistent with the Fundamental spirit offarvodaya.

To conclude then; a serious weakness of the Myth of
Y oo

V' d
Sakti is that . it is based on an incorrect understanding of the

——————

"images and conditions of women (women agricultural laborers in

particular} in contemporary India, their proble,mg and their

4

':aspirationsf' Perhaps in fai“rnéss to Vinoba one might recognize
that the image of women in any particular tradition and :;eligion
is far from being static and uniform. More often.than not 1t
incdfporates :vithin itself several aspects, possibly exclusive

of each other. 1In India, fo{%xample, the of'i‘g-inél liberal

=

Vedic stance toward women underwent significant changes under

thé influence of Buddhi;t and Jain pgtterns of thought and )
. %

behavior. As a result, women found their rights to education
. - ) ’ .
and asceticism severely restricted as part of brahmaniq reaction ¢

to heretic teachings.:L Later, during the medieval period, - 3
‘ ) -
Islami§ conquests intyoduced an ‘element of seclusion in their

lives and today modernization and westerni‘zationpare poised

1

to bring about more changes in their destiny ihough precise

\ o
-~ ) a

» . /
2 . , .
» 1a.s. Altekak, The Position of Women in Hindu

Civilisation, 3¢d ed., (Delhi: Motilal Banarasidass, 1962)% ~
p. 2101 *
{ ’ .
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difection,and consequences of these changes cannot be pre-
dicted. The image that the Indien woman has of herself, thhs,
is not simply the pfo&hc&fon.of her own observation and
thougﬁt; It is e;rong;y influenced by the received brehmanic
and ruling ideologies.. A critical atti¥tude toward this kind

of 1mage of wompn s nature ds lt emerges in the Myth of SaFtl
is only the prellmlnary though necessary phase of bulldlng a :
new se%f—coﬁsciousness. But the traditional ideology has

penetrated much deeper than the level of overt consciousness.

A woman, ¥or eéxample, may know that passivity is not ber true

———initiativ The de-internalization of the projected ideological
1mage of women both ‘at the level of bellefs and at the level ofq
unconscious drives and habits is a necessary clearlng ground

'f%r changing the status of women. The Myth of §;kti seems

$ un to adequately perform such a task.
- ‘\ vr/ . ‘
o -\ L

1

“\
‘

. Y
/7/“ nature, and still feel blocked when desiring to take the \
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CHAPTER V (

, :

Conclusion )

. .
a )

a

- The study of Vinoba's thoughte on Sarvodaya under-
taken ab9ve reveals an ambivalent attitude towards tradition
and modernity,'égntinuity and change and relationship between

(genderéFQ Thoudh such“ﬁmbivalence does indicate lack ogfznte-
gfatiqh in his thinking, it is not altogether detrimental to

his thought. In a society fégﬂjustfhg old patterns of life
- 4 * h i
with new ongs, it could be a sign of continued growth and
S J
development; and the Myth of Sarvodaya, an ongoing experiment,

may be undergtood from that perspective.
Vinoba sincerely believes that Vedhnta metaphysics

can prgﬁﬁde a spiritual and ideologiéal foundation for Sarﬁodaya
© .
and its brand of soecialism, a "beaGtifulf ideal in twentieth °

century India. It was so for Gandhi who wrdte:

"¢ gocialism is & beautifwl word, and so far
as I am aware, in socialism, all the members
of society are equal--none low, none high.l

But paradoxically, Sarvodaya concern for sdcial equaliﬂ§h§tems
»
from its doctrine oflnon-violence. Equality per se has nQ\ {

- /
ideological value in Vinoba's Samya-yoga. %ﬁequality is

conceived as a violent consequence of exploitation. If

M ]

r—-&-

1 Quoted in Bondurant égdf;isher, Indian, p. 35.

)
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~ - .
inedquality is evil, it is beéause it engenders violehce.
Si;ilafly Vedantic stateménts of u;ity and equality of all
do not refer to the empirical 'individuals' who vote in the
elections. 1hey allude'éo the transcendental unityﬁof the
human self and brahman. ) | .

pdl

g he

Vinoba. preaches that one should love liis neighbor

because of the Jddentity of brahman in oneself gnd in one's

neighbor and quotes Christ to that effect (see supra, chapter 4,

p. 87). But he does not account for the distinctiyeness of self (/A

-
/

and neighbor in the first place. In order to press love, as

Fromm has pointed out, one must experience separateness.l

/

Community' is possible only if each person has a being or

substance of his n because community presupposes differen-

~

tiation. If it is argued, as Vinoba does, that I should love
my neiéhbor because of our supreme spiritual idgnﬁity wherein
I thereby serve myself, it could equally be said that in .

T .
serving myself I am serving my neighbor. If we are already

one in brahman--then all empirical differentiation and in“

§

justices are trivia and correcting these becomes a distraction

e .

from what Vinoba believe® should be our main goal in life--

realization of brahman.2 L

If Vinoba has been less convincing in his attempt to

provide socialism with a rationéleegrounded in the metaphysics

<

v «
g 1 Jd7

Cited in Austin Creel, DhArma in Hindu Ethics
(Calcutta: HIM Firma, 1977), p. 98.

2 Ibid., p. 99. - y
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of Yedanta, he fares better at giving socialism a distinctly
populist and agrarian o;;entatidn. Intellectual socialists ‘;
like Nehru by contrast were more interested in promoting |
political and economic socialism and showe& no particular
enthusiasm or aptitude in i:§ymbolié;ng socialism into a

dynamic and compelling vocabulary for the benefit of Indian

¥

peasants. They kept using alien terms devoid of meaning in
{

rural setting: bourg?oig, class, capitalism. Expressions

such as 'scientific socialism' and 'participatofy democracy'

-, ]

were bandied about in communites where jajamdn, jati, dharma.

’ . : QO A
and karma are potent symbols. In comparison, Vinoba's coining

. of the expression such as Bhoodan-yajna to communicate ‘the

sense of equitable sharing in a communal setting appears more

appropriate and meaningful. The Sarvodaya version of socialism

'as promoted by Vinoba is also*ﬁsg—merely about redistribution;

it is also about human relationships. Thg right distribution
is necessary to and made possible by the right relationship;.
in the areas of poli%y amd family but it is morally of subor-
dinate importance. Another important feature of 'Sarvodaya
socialism', ve}y relevant in the Indian context, may also be noted:
The emphasis on family-labor based peasant agriculture as the
main\institutional framework of agricultural and social
transformation in India. '

Nevgrtheless Vinopa's choice of symbols and myths:as

agents of social change is not without its problems- because

the two can equally well serve as a basis for legitimizing the
. ' .

S iy
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/
status quo. As bearers of meaning, myths and-symbols may
- . . $
K\‘ invoke a call for change on the part of a particular group. - -
L

ﬁbwever; inasmuch as meanings are decideq upon by particular
groups, one has in thi3 process of decision the source of
group conflict. The group which has opted for a Qgrticular
meaning of a myth anq has projecte@ itself towards the
realization of claims put forth therein,'will necessarily /be
{ in conflict with the group which deliberately rejects thbse v
claims ig favor of an alternative set of‘meanings: This
suggests, as pointed out in the\first:chapter, the closenesé
of relationship between myth and ideology. Any ideology, it
would seem, is composed of a series of primary symbols
incorporating an incipient hermeneutics éf those symboisl
) The saﬁé symbols of dana—zajﬁh which brought gtoups of land-
lords and the landless in one commﬁnity together in a common
. . l cause, presented the same two classes in another dommunity
with differing interpretations of experience allowi;g thereby
o different‘levels of interpretatioﬁ. This is evident in the '%
contradictory ﬁgture of charges brought against Vinoba an8

the Bhoodan movement. Many landless for instance have

A

accused Vinoba of giving a new lease life to the landlords

by asking from them only one-sixth of their holdings and by-

insisting upon the non-violent anﬂfvoluntary nature of
- . S

<

property transfer. Vinoba, .it has been argued, only helps

T a [y >

perpetuate landlordism-2-an anachronism in the era of socialism. -,

Many lamdlords, on their part, have reproached Vinoba for
b 4
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inciting the.spirit of revolt in the people by promising
 land to all.l o, ‘
In the ideal villége of Vinoba's dream each family
would self cultivate five acres of farm land. But in holdiﬁg
that dream Vinoba does not take into account why cultivation
through tenants, sharecroppers and hired labor is sO0 wides~
pread in India in the first piace. éhere is no qftempt tg
; understand the ekigting differences in éhe mode of pro@uctive
N ) ‘
orgaglzation‘of agriculture which have been attributedlto
, varying'pressures of pogulatioﬁ on thé land and to the
availability of su}plus labor ana the wage étructure.2
Alternative explanations could be fouq§ in‘the caste-~’

¥
structure. Self—cgltivation'appears to be mor¥ prevalent.in

areas where peasant castes are dominant. fur er, whether or
not the members of a community are sglf—cuitivators would
depend at least in part‘on the regioniinyolved. ‘TheT;_TEa— 0
tions %n,wet paddy cultivation ‘on the whole are more arduous .
than theose in wheat cultivation. It is no accident, therefore,
that in West Bengal, Tamil Nadu and Kerala, éven sméll propfie*
tors %wning less éhan five acres of‘land often have it cul-

tlvated b%:fthers. In the Punjab and Haryana, on the other

hand, self-cultivation is common even among those who own ten

/

\
7 . ' '

Q} 1 Vinoba has pleaded gufity to both these charges. *
See BMoodan, 'p. 63 for more details.

LS

. 2 André Beteille, Caste, Class and Power: Changing"

Patterns'of Stratification in a.Tanjore Village (Berkeley
University of California Press, 1965), p. 29.

e
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and standardized 'socio-political organization cen&ered around

‘and renewed relatlonshlp between genders.

dlstlnct;qn from other selyes are necessary,for'love and
commﬁnity spirit to develop- between people.:
o, A .

said'withgreSpect to interaction betWeen‘génﬁers.
1 )

A ‘. . . , " . ’ '
in a society that has always believed in them and depended b ¢

'upon'them,is a futile atpempt at standardizing and homogeni-

e

110 ¢

£ . J
.

or fifteen acres of land. This indicates the degree of dis-

incentives involved in instituting a uniform, homogenous

self-cultivating agrarian communities--Gram-svarajs--as
envisaged by Vlgoba.
If the Myth of Bhoodan-yajna has produced tangible
results in the intended directioﬁ of agrarian and social
change and the Myth of Gram—svaraj reveals important 1n51ghts

of a theoretlcal nature; Vinoba's Myth of §%kt1 rates rather

It is ill—cbnceived and its

-~

poorly on both these counts.

components are &ither too utopian (women's rule at local
. )
(women as dutiful *\\%
' ¢]

e Mmin W e

level, gynocentrism) or too traditional

‘wives) to contribute in any siénificant way to'social‘chahge .

In many way's the
Myth of §;kt1 seems to build a life on rejectlhg the

aggressive, ma5cu11ne aspect of thée human potentlal,

accéptiﬁg'ihstead

the peaceful, adaptive aSpect associated ' ]

.in most contemporary 5001et1es w1th the culture of womén.

Earller it was 901nted out that both self-identity and

The same gould be

s

To insist,

as Vinoba does, that there are no fundamental sex differences .
- L ‘ . . W, -

.

perhaps as fiutile as his attempt to -

. - . . ~

zing personality;,

-
I
*
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standardize village social organization in the ideal of Gram-

* svaraj. The belief of Gandhi and Vinoba that women are

{
‘ “

naturally more interested and inclifed towards peace also
appears to be artificial; part of the universal feminine
. ) §

myth that considers women to be more loving and gentler thhn

men.
The cogency of. Vinoba's ana1y51s of contemporafy .

Indlan soc1ety, therefore, is to be found not in the utopign

. W
solutlons he prov1des to the problems of landlessness,, poverty
and social injustice: not in his myths of social reconstruction

put in his faith and conviction that pecople~-untutored, power-

less rural peoéle are a country's greatest resource. They

e

© b, a

Ll

will remain a latent force, however, until they are stirred

into action by dedicated volunteers like the Lok sevakas who

can show them how to gain control of their destiny at a local

level. » 2

& a \ .
While liberals tend to dismiss Sarvodaya as ‘muddled

utoPianism'}l communists charge it with diffusing political

«

l. \ !
action by 'co-opting' a potential revolutionary populace away

‘from.radical structural solutidns. The argument is.based on

A

the widespneadrassumpﬁion that the oppressed are eager to
alter their lot. ‘But as the study of Barrington Moore2 hag

shown, social oppression deg%ly brands passivity into the

1 This is the impression one gets after readlng Dey,
Panchavati-raj. 8 -

2 Injustice: The Social Bases of Obedience and
Revolt (White Plains, .N.Y.: E. M. Sharpe. ‘Distributed by
Pantheon Books, 1978). A -

¢
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“

psyche of the disadvanta&ed. Even as théy'complain and

suffer, the poor fear to be&ave differently. The‘only truly
. radica1.§olutions, under ;nﬁ circumstahces, are those which

the people themselves can undertake and those which produce
1

-effects they can tolerate. Unfortunately, Naxalite-like-

attacks on landlords only bring reprisals dowrt upon helpless
T

'« ‘peasants while Maoist ideological programs and literature

simply alienate them given the fact that traditional values
continue to be the vital source of identity and meaning to
the villégers. Consequently, although it is true that the .
value structure of the masses needs to bé réoriented, it has
to be brought about by indigenous experiments rooted in
'tradi;ional lore along lines suggested by Vinoba.

) Naxalites, who are afraid Vinoba's revolutigg does
not go far enough fail to see how fédical his eﬁphasis on
social attitudes really is. They assume that within the
context of extreme problems extremist solutions must prevail,
not rfealizing suéh tactics merely postpone the time when the
serious Qork of dealing with individual's attitude toward
social change must be taken up. This requires effective
means of communication. In order to communicate with Indian

rural masses, the communicating ag®nt, may he be in the

"

x\ﬁaoist guerilla movement which murders landlords
and grabs ‘their lands. Forfied in West Bengal in the 1960's,
the movement today is badly splintered. Some of its factions,
however, are s#1]l active in districts of Bihar, West Bengal
and Andhra Pradesh.

]

~

ek Rt e




Ly b e

113

capacity of an observer, consultant or leader, must be cast

[}

in an appropriate role. In Indian village society there are

only limited possibilities of positively defining the role of

| ,an outsider whp wishes to visit it periodically or stay for a

short period in order to interact with the villagers. The

sadhu, wandering ascetic, is one such per'son who fits well

r

into this role. Vinoba éorrectly chose this rofe for himself -

and for the Lok sevaks. The role of Brahmacharini that he
1 } '
has tried to promote among Indian women also appears to be

appropriate for such a purpose. For this reason India today

can very well profit from a movement like Sarvodaya which

has gained a certain expertise in the technique of communicating
with the villagers in a period when the absence of mass com-
munications is a major handicap to government inspired and

guided planned development.
E 4
The Sarvodaya theory of social organization as can be

digcerned from tpé Myth of Sarvodaya also entaiis ang important
critique of thg‘roméntic theory of revolution--the belief

that a revolution @hich breaks decisively with the past will
automatically promote a new éocial era. Instead Vinoba argues

that building up the institutions of a new society is a long
[

r
term process; which must be started here and now.1 A revolution

L
0D

£ \

1 Speaking at the 1957 annual Sarvodaya conference
Vinoba remarked, Sat-Yuga (age of truth) existed.once upon a
time. Those who hold to this view are Puran-vadis (worshippers
of the past). And those who believe that Sat-Yuga would be
established at a later date are communists. They are Bhavishya
Sat-Yugavadis (worshippers of 4+he future). But I say that both
the past and the f uture are beyond our control. Only the . ._.

-
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which cannot build on creative tendéencies and institutional
forms already in existence is likely to become increasingly
destructive, and resurrect coercive centralized power.?% Liké
Landauerl what Vinoba seems to ha;é in mind is a revolutionary
conservatism: a 'revolutionary' selection of those élemepts
worthx}to be c¢onserved and fit for the renovation of the
rural social life. Only on the basis of such an intérpféta-
tion can one understand Vinoba's claim‘of a 'revolutionary
Sarvodaya'. 1Its arguménts for soclal revolution bear no
resemblance to political revolution. Real transformation of

N £
society in Misnwiew can only come through apolitical means--
througﬂ love, persuasion and educatiod. In itgrpositiQe
conclusion then, the Myth of Sarvodaya according to Vineba
is a plea for a renewal and deepening of the cooperative gi
movément with its drive towards the re-establishment of
social relationships and the emergence of new congeries of

self-contained villages.-# o

N

-\ . ;
.\ﬂ >
1 . . .present is in our hands and we must therefore
endeavour to bring Sat-Yuga in the present. We of Sarvodaya
are Vartman Sat-Yugakaris (soldiers trying to build a state-

free society in the present.) See the speech reproduced in
Ram, Mission, p. 200. '

J ' 1 Charles Maurer, Call to Revdlution: Mystical
Anarchism of Gustave Landauer (Detroit: Wayne State Unlver51ty
Press, 1971). .

»
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