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INTRODUCTION 

Since Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi's death in 1948 his life and thought have 

continued to be the subject-matter of extensive study. The rich and diverse 

legacy he left behind has provided a seemingly inexhaustible source for 

research scholars. From the publication of the first biography of Gandhi in 

19091 to the present day, his way of life and philosophy have been chronicled 

and analysed more extensively than any other twentieth century figure. By the 

time of his return to India from South Africa in 1915 he was already known 

around the world as an ascetic revolutionary. 

The main body of writings about Gandhi are in the form of complete 

biographies, brief biographical essays, personal memoirs, and articles and 

treatises on his moral, political, economic, social and educational thought, 

which he designated his philosophy of satyagraha or truth-force. As Gandhi 

became a figure of world renown, men and women who lived and worked 

closely with him in South Africa and India were motivated to write biographical 

accounts and personal recollections of their friend, colleague and mentor. 

However, apart from an exceptional few, the many early biographies suffer 

from unevenness and lack of focus, and are often more identifiable with 

panegyric than historical writing. 

The best biographies have been written since his death, including the 

comprehensive study of the early and later stages of his life by Pyarelal,2 

Gandhi's secretary of many years, and books by Fischer, Nanda, Ashe, Payne, 

together with the small but excellent study by Woodcock.3 In the preface to his 

penetrating biography Ashe highlights the need to define the paradoxical figure 

ofGandhi and demystify his ideas. This process hasgone on unabated with 

detailed and scholarly studies of every aspect of his life andthought; looking at 

Gandhi the social, religious, economic and political theorist; evaluating Gandhi 

the statesman, educationist, revolutionary, socialist, prophet and saint. 

Despite this wide-ranging body of literature Gandhi's social experimentation in 

the ashrams or communities he established with his followers has been 
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neglected. His pervading image in India and elsewhere remains that of 

charismatic leader and political revolutionary. This book is a contribution to the 

ongoing quest to rediscover the non-violent alternative. It tests the strength of 

Gandhi's claim that the ashrams were his finest achievements, and that the 

successes and failures of these communities were merely reflections of his own 

strengths and weaknesses. It is an attempt to understand the dynamics of his 

nonviolent philosophy of action, firstly, as the foundation of his "experiments 

with truth" in the ashrams he shared with his followers, and, secondly, as the 

guiding principle underpinning his revolutionary programmes to realise a new 

individual and a new society. 

In common with other treatises on the satyagraha philosophy this book adopts a 

biographical approach as a backdrop to the study of Gandhi's communitarian 

ideas and experimentation. His thought was inextricably bound up with his 

actions, and to study his theories in isolation from their practical dynamics is to 

deny the truth of Gandhi's claim that "my life is my message". The major 

sources were the correspondence and journalistic writings of Gandhi and his 

many colleagues and disciples who contributed in some way to the 

establishment and development of the Phoenix Settlement and Tolstoy Farm in 

South Africa and the Satyagraha Ashram and Sevagram Ashram in India. 

Whenever possible the material was supplemented by personal accounts of 

ashram life, interviews and questionnaire answers from people who at some 

stage had been intimately acquainted with ashram life. In addition, a large 

number of secondary sources were consulted. 

Throughout the writing of this book the author was ever mindful that Gandhi, in 

the words of George Woodcock, "never set out to develop a fixed and final 

doctrine, but emphasised that his practice of ahimsa or non-violence was 

always experimental, that his political struggle like his personal life was part of 

a continuing quest for Truth as manifested existentially, a quest that could 

never end because human understanding was incapable of comprehending the 

Absolute” 4. 
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01. Gandhi and Community : The Formative Years 

The ashrams Gandhi established served as laboratories where he and his 

colleagues experimented with nonviolence as an alternative way of life. In 

these small monastic communities of men and women living according to 

absolute vows he sought to lay the ground-workforan egalitarian social 

organisation and economy, and to develop an education system that reflected 

the Indian genius. The ashrams provided economic and moral support as well as 

fostering the discipline and awareness necessary for their members to sustain 

grassroot civil disobedience. Gandhi saw the need in the tradition-bound, 

rigidly hierarchical Indian society, for a moral sanction able to inspire people to 

help themselves. He believed ashramic life, based on mutuality, simplicity and 

hard work, would nurture an asceticism that could bechannelled through 

positive action to reform society. This chapter seeks to illumine some of the 

formative influences upon the development of his ashram concept. 

 

Early Life 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born on 2 October 1869, in Porbandar, a 

small coastal town in the Kathiawar Peninsula in western India. The Gandhis 

were Modh banias, a merchant caste, who were grocers traditionally. However, 

Gandhi's family had become hereditary Dewans or Prime Ministers of Kathiawar. 

The primary written source of Gandhi's experiences as a child and youth in the 

middle-class Hindu-Jain environment in Kathiawar during the 1870s and 1880s is 

his autobiography which was written many years later, as he was approaching 

sixty. There is little doubt that these early recollections were adapted to meet 

the moral needs and practical expediences of the period duringwhich he wrote. 

Memories can connect past and present happenings and are an important part 

of the actuality in which they emerge. The book was written in serial form as a 

vehicle of self-appraisal and self-analysis, and as a moral and spiritual guide for 

his followers. Though many of the events described have most likely been 

distorted by memory, the book furnishes important insights into the 
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phenomenon of Gandhi's development as a social and political activist and 

theoretician, and stands as a poignant study of the religious impulse in man. 

Gandhi's parents were devout followers of Vishnu, the Hindu god who, it is 

believed, from time to time became incarnate to rehabilitate the world. His 

father was a righteous man who regularly went to the temple, heard religious 

discourses and towards the end of his life devoted much of his time to religious 

matters. Gandhi admired his father who clearly had qualities of leadership and 

was greatly respected in the community, but his mother had the strongest 

moral and spiritual influence upon him. She was a member of a small sect 

known as the pranamis who mingled Hindu and Muslim beliefs and practices. 

The basic tenets of the sect sought harmony among all faiths and simplicity of 

living. The latter involved vegetarianism, abstention from all stimulants, and 

periodic fasting, all of which his mother observed strictly. "The outstanding 

impression my mother has left on my memory is that of saintliness" recalled 

Gandhi, "she would take the hardest vows and keep them without flinching."1 

Above all it would seem Karamchand Gandhi and his wife Putlibai bequeathed 

their son a heightened sense of morality and truth. Both had earned a 

reputation for honesty and wise counsel. 

Gandhi revealed his rebellious nature at a young age. Though brought up in the 

lap of Hindu orthodoxy, the reformism of the pranami doubtless exercised some 

influence upon him. While he retained his attachment to certain ascetic forms 

of Hindu tradition, religious ritual had no appeal for him, and he was not afraid 

to break with tradition when his chosen path diverged. Erikson, in his psycho-

analytical study of Gandhi, suggests that the childhood events Gandhi chose to 

recount in his autobiography in themselves reveal a man who "is early and 

painfully conscious of a special mission", and "that he had to contain a superior 

energy which he later called truth-force and endowed with a discipline".2 To 

overcome his shyness and timidity, forinstance, he was encouraged by a school-

mate to take up meat- eating. It was believed in certain reformist circles that 

the strength of the British was due to their meat diet. Gandhi thus broke the 

strict taboo of his community for a short period with a sense of patriotic duty, 
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believing that to free India from the occupying power would require strong 

young men. He eventually gave up the "reform" because of the pain of lying to 

his parents.3 

While Gandhi was not as a youth an especially devout Hindu, he was devoted to 

his parents. In their company he absorbed ideas that were later to provide him 

with a foundation on which to develop his own concepts. Tolerance towards all 

religions was a principle Gandhi learnt from them. They regularly visited 

temples of other sects and were themselves frequently visited by Jain monks. 

Organised under Mahavira in the sixth century B. C., Jainism had a strong 

appeal to the bania merchant communities of Gujarat. "Jainism was strong in 

Gujarat, and its influence was felt everywhere and on all occasions", wrote 

Gandhi.4 Concepts such as ahimsa (literally meaning "absence of desire to kill") 

and the Jain doctrine of anekantavada (the many-sidedness of reality) may 

have been discussed within Gandhi's hearing. Though he was unaware of their 

impact, these early contacts with Jainism were probably instrumental in 

preparing his untrained mind later to accept the truth of the Jain teaching of 

the soul: 

Religion is not different sets of opinions. Religion is not just reading or 

memorising books known as scriptures or just believing everything said in them. 

Religion is the quality of one's soul and exists among men in a visible or 

invisible form. Through religion we are able to know our duties as human 

beings. Through religion we can recognise our true relationship with other living 

beings. It is obvious that this is not possible at all as long as we do not know our 

selves. Therefore, religion is that discipline of spiritual self-perfection through 

which we are able to know our own selves.5 

Vaishnavites, Saivites, Jains, Muslims and Parsis were all welcome in the Gandhi 

household. During his father's three-year confinement to bed before he died 

Gandhi served as nurse. As his health deteriorated Karamchand became 

preoccupied with religion. On many occasions Gandhi was present in the 

sickroom, washing and massaging his father's feet and legs while friends and 

priests of different faiths read scriptures and discussed religion with his ailing 
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father. A friend named Ladha, who purportedly had cured himself of leprosy by 

constantly chanting the Ramanama (or the name of Rama, an incarnation of 

Vishnu), would read the Ramayana to Gandhi's father. As a child Gandhi had 

taken comfort from an old nurse who suggested he repeat the Ramanama to 

quell his fear of ghosts and spirits. It was a superstitious rather than a 

devotional act, but this early experience accounts for his "enraptured" listening 

to Ladha. "That laid the foundation of my deep devotion to the Ramayana", he 

wrote.6 

In terms of the two main currents of Hinduism in Gujarat, Gandhi was not 

attracted to the ritualistic, non-ascetic and caste-conscious tradition of the 

upper-class Vaishnavas worshipping Krishna (another incarnation of Vishnu). He 

disliked the "glitter and pomp" of the temple ritual and questioned the 

legitimacy of untouchability. On the other hand, there was much in the worship 

of Rama that appealed to him; it had strong moral undertones, it was anti-

caste, less ritualistic, more ascetic and a religion of the common people. Yet 

Gandhi was by no means convinced of the reality of God. Tolerance towards 

other religions had not enhanced his own faith in a divine being. On the 

contrary, he recollects that reading the Manusmriti (Laws of Manu, a Hindu 

lawgiver with divine sanction), particularly the story of creation, had turned 

him "somewhat towards atheism".7 

Throughout his early life Gandhi had a predilection for moral teachings. From 

among the many plays he must have seen asa child he recalls the play of 

Shravana, which exemplifies heroic parental devotion, and the play of 

Harishchandra, which enshrines truth above all other values. The theme of 

truth as the expression of the Absolute in man occurs again and again in the 

account of his childhood and youth, suggesting that underlying his religious 

thinking was a moral sensitivity, a preoccupation with right action, with ethics. 

Truth became the focal point of his own unique philosophy of moral action.8 

Pyarelal has suggested that the traditional Indian joint family, in which Gandhi 

grew up, provided him with an excellent preparatory training for community 

living and for understanding the subtleties of human relationships. Pyarelal 
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equated the running of a joint family with managing a small kingdom with 

anunwritten constitution; love and morality being the only sanctions available 

to the family head. Of necessity family members "develop the attitude of 

mutual help and regard, the capacity for give-and-take, and adjustment to one 

another's idiosyncrasies". To achieve harmony in this confined world, observed 

Pyarelal, "requires infinite patience, resourcefulness and knowledge of 

humannature", combined with a "meticulous regard for detail and perfection in 

performance of the littlest of the little things". Pyarelal believed Gandhi 

inherited many of these attributes from his father, and that the passion for 

ceaseless experimentation in community living as a part of his experiments with 

truth, the urge to live not only for mankind but in mankind and the time and 

care that he devoted in later years to the trivia of Ashram life had their seed in 

the tradition of the joint family that surrounded his early childhood.9 

Much of Pyarelal's analysis is doubtless accurate. Yet he has drawn an idealistic 

picture of the extended family system and itsefficacy in preparing children to 

"live not only for mankind but in mankind". The rules of conduct in a joint 

family are prescribed in sacred books and have been practised in India for 

centuries. Ideally, the individual is given a supportive framework and 

opportunity to be self-realised, and in return make an ongoing contribution to 

the maintenanceof the family unit. The value of cooperation is given 

precedence over individualism for the good of the whole. However, in practice, 

it is not uncommon to find that individual members, and this is particularly true 

of female and junior male members, have involuntarily to suppress their own 

individuality. 

Co-operation within the family is not based on the recognition of equality of 

status and the rights of its members, but, rather, as S.C. Dube points out, on 

the recognition of four principles. These are respect for age, respect for 

position in the scale of kinship, superiority of the male and finally, the 

necessity of keeping certain matters confined to the responsible members of 

the family, or, at the most within the family.10 Often members of the family 

are given very little responsibility in the management of the household orfamily 
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affairs. In later years Gandhi learnt that Indian youth can be inhibited from 

making an independent and constructive contribution to society through fear of 

parental or family disapproval, and that as a result a valuable human resource 

canlie dormant. 

Though the Gandhi household in Porbandar and later Rajkot may have been 

more enlightened than most,a number of customs followed placed undue 

pressure on the young man. Custom dictated his early marriage to Kasturba, 

and both suffered from the experience. In his autobiography Gandhi recalled 

his early introduction to sexual life as a source of guilt and shame which marred 

his spiritual and moral growth. He appears to have devoted himself to nursing 

his father during the early years of his marriage as a penance for his sexual 

excesses: "I was devoted to my parents. But no less was I devoted to the 

passions that flesh is heir to. I had yet to learn that all happiness and pleasure 

should be sacrificed in devoted service to my parents."11 

The awakening of sexuality Gandhi experienced undermined his enjoyment 

ofyouthly pleasures and his marital relationship. His wife became, not an 

intimate companion, but an object of desire to be dominated.Gandhi was 

married early to comply with custom but his inability to reconcile an active 

sexual life with his sense of morality contributed to his later asceticism and 

ultimate alienation from the family. 

The sometimes burdensome sense of filial duty that Indian children must 

accommodate is an aspect of the suppression of individuality characteristic of 

the joint family system. Gandhi's attitude to filial duty is apparent in a later 

letter to his seventeen year old son, Manilal, in which he discourages "fun and 

frolic" beyond the age of twelve, at which point the child must "go about with a 

full sense of his responsibility and make a ceaseless, conscious effort to develop 

his character".12 Another example is the guilt that Gandhi felt at being absent 

from his father's room at the moment he died. Having served and comforted his 

father throughout that day Gandhi was relieved from duty by his uncle towards 

midnight. He went to bed, only to be disturbed a few minutes later by the 

servant informing him of his father's death. The fact that he was having sexual 
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relations at the time left him with a sense of guilt and degradation.13 In a 

biography of his grandmother, Kasturba, Arun Gandhi observed that many 

Indians live with a similar guiltbecause they were either absent from thedeath-

bed of their parents or they feel they have deprived them of sufficient care and 

happiness.14 The trauma of his father's death appeared to twist Gandhi's 

obsession for sex into a lifelong revulsion and sowed theseeds of his later 

renunciation. 

Pyarelal's assertion that love and morality are the only sanctions available to 

the head of a joint family is also disputable. Economic factors can ensure that 

junior members of the family remain dependent on their seniors for their 

subsistence and education. As an expression of their gratitude and loyalty for 

the early support they are encouraged to assist the family in turn. Gandhi was 

allowed ultimately to study law in London because his mother and elder 

brothers believed him capable of qualifying for either his father's position as 

Dewan or Prime Minister of Kathiawar or for some other high official post. It 

was expected of him that he return to India on completion of his studies and 

support the family. Yet Gandhi's sense of his own special mission in life and 

strong faith in self-guidance encouraged him to break the confines of tradition 

and seek an alternative way of life. 

When Gandhi later took a vow of poverty in South Africa and dedicated his life 

to service his family could not understand his motivations. Arun Gandhi asserts 

Kasturba was taunted by the family during her husband's early years alone in 

South Africa because he failed to live up to expectations. Though he more than 

repaid his financial debt to his brothers they were incredulous when he finally 

renounced all possessions. Initially they believed he was depriving the family of 

earnings from his law practice out of personal greed. Kasturba was suspected of 

influencing her husband to disown the rest of the family. Gandhi's brother 

Laxmidas wrote to remind him of the "teachings of their father" and "his 

responsibility towards the family". Yet Gandhi's resolve was unshakable. He 

replied to his brother's complaint that he was following his father's teachings, 

and had enlarged his family to includethewholeofhumanity.15NodoubtGandhi 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 13 

learnt the value of restricted individualism and co-operative living in an Indian 

joint family, but he reinterpreted the familistic value of collective good 

toapply to society as a whole. He also revalued the traditional austerity and 

simplicity of bania family lifestyle. While adopting their simple style of living 

he went beyond the norm with his vows of celibacy and poverty. Unlike those 

who were frugal in the service of ultimate financial gain, his ends were ethical 

and religious.16Gandhi later defined "family"asan ever-expanding circle 

encompassing community, nation and the world. 

In spite of Gandhi's unimpressive scholastic record it was feltthat from among 

the male members of the family he alone had the potential to reach a high 

official post, and restore the family to its former influential position. However, 

to obtain his mother's consent to the voyage to England, where he planned to 

study law, he had to take a number of vows. A Jain monk from whom his 

mother sought advice after her husband's death suggested three solemn vows 

that would ensure the young man's fidelity in the "strange" land; vows not to 

touch meat, wine or women. The other hurdle he had to negotiate before 

leaving India was his caste-elders' concerted opposition to his proposal. Before 

a general meeting of the caste Gandhi refused to be swayed by their arguments 

and unconcernedly accepted excommunication rather than bow to their 

judgement.17 Though he may not have been consciously aware of the vital early 

influences absorbed in his familial environment, many of his early actions 

reflect the strong moral stance of his parents and the training they gave him, 

especially his preparedness to stand alone on the strength of a conviction, 

despite overwhelming opposition. 

 

Student Days in London 

When Gandhi sailed for England during September 1888 he had little knowledge 

of the world beyond Kathiawar. The period during which he Studied law in 

London was one of intellectual ferment. The social and economic plight of the 

working classes in industrial society proved a catalyst for a wide-ranging debate 

on social alternatives. Socialists and anarchists vied with each other for 
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prominence in radical activist circles. Societies such as Madame Blavatsky's 

Theosophical Society, the Vegetarian Society and the Anti-Vivisection Society 

sprang up to channel creative energies unleashed by the upsurge of 

humanitarian thought and activism. Gandhi joined the Vegetarian Society and 

was an associate member, briefly, of the Theosophical Society. 

Vegetarianism often provided a doctrinal link between the radical schools of 

social and religious thought challenging the capitalist ethos. These Western 

progressives were advocating vegetarianism at a time when many of their Hindu 

counterparts were denouncing it. They were a diverse group of intellectuals 

and activists who lived by the principle that vegetarianism was the only 

humane and morally defensible diet and the growth of theirmovement signaled 

an upsurge of interest in a return to the "simple life". 

The idea that a renewal of simple nonviolent values would inevitably flow from 

an increase in vegetarianism profoundly influenced the thought of nineteenth 

century humanists such as Thoreau, Carpenter and Tolstoy. They denounced 

the excessive materialism of the industrial civilisation, and advocated a return 

to nature and a renascence of simpler values. Their ideas were given expression 

in a number of rural communities established in different parts of the world, 

organised around the principle of accommodating intellectual work and manual 

toil in a way of life in harmony with nature. 

Gandhi was introduced to the ideas of vegetarianism through strict observance 

of his vow to remain vegetarian. Ironically, it was during a period in which he 

did everything possible, i.e. apart from eating meat, to present himself as an 

English gentleman. After suffering many embarrassments and even hunger at 

times due to an obstinate refusal to break the meat-eating vow, his difficulties 

ended when after much searching he discovered a vegetarian restaurant. From 

a display of literature in the restaurant's window he chose Henry Salt's A Plea 

for Vegetarianism, a rational defence of vegetarianism on a moral basis. He 

began a series of dietary exercises which initiated his "experiments with truth", 

and established the pattern of self-disciplinary measures that would 

characterise his later life. 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 15 

Vegetarianism became for Gandhi much more than an individualistic practice. 

He interpreted it as a basis for mankind to attain a greater spiritual and moral 

unity. 

For me that was a great discovery in my search after truth .... I found that a 

selfish basis would not serve the purpose of taking a man higher and higher 

along the path of evolution. What was required was an altruistic purpose.18 

His activities on behalf of the London Vegetarian Society, which made him a 

member of its executive committee, brought him in contact with many men 

and women who advocated a return to the simple life. A number of them lived 

on the basis of self-help: building their own cottages, designing and making 

their own clothes, footwear, furniture, and, above all else, growing their 

ownfood. English society labelled them "eccentric" but for Gandhi they were a 

source of inspiration, reinforcing his belief that a life in harmony with nature 

and society was the purest expression of truth and morality. 

During this formative period in London, he revealed an ability to combine 

ascetic values with an active reformism. James Hunt suggests that 

"vegetarianism assumed the proportions of a religious sect for Gandhi, affording 

him fellowship, identity, and an ethic which (like Hinduism) quite naturally 

included dietary prescriptions".19 Later in South Africa he encouraged 

expatriate Indians to express their unity with other vegetarians by joining the 

London Vegetarian Society. An early expression of his "this-worldly asceticism" 

was the idea that vegetarianism organised pragmatically could provide a bond 

and a supportive community that transcended national loyalties. 

Alongside vegetarianism, another school of thought which aroused an interest 

in Hindu tradition was an outgrowth of the dynamic meeting between Eastern 

and Western currents of esoteric philosophy during the nineteenth century. In 

America the impact of Hindu beliefs on Western philosophy found its clearest 

expression, in the Transcendentalist movement. The Transcendentalists valued 

intuition above empirical experience. Gandhi no doubt was aware of 

Transcendentalist thought through his acquaintance with the writings of Salt 

and Carpenter, but he did not read the works of two luminaries of the 
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movement, Emerson and Thoreau, until later in South Africa. It was not 

Transcendentalism but Theosophy that introduced Gandhi to the fount of 

wisdom at the heart of the Hindu tradition. Founded by the Russian emigre 

Madame Blavatsky to propagate her system of theosophy, emphasising the 

occult, the esoteric and the mystical, the Theosophical Society represented 

itself as an eternal religion expressing the fundamental truths of all religions. 

Its three declared objectives were: 

First — To form a nucleus of the Universal Brotherhood of humanity, without 

distinction of race, creed, sex, caste or colour. 

Second — To encourage the study of comparative religion, philosophy and 

science. 

Third — To investigate the unexplained lawsofnature and thepowers latent in 

man.20 

The society's motto was, "There is no religion higher than Truth", but it was 

from Hinduism essentially that it derived its mystical and esoteric orientation. 

Gandhi's first contact with Theosophy came in 1889 when two Theosophist 

friends sought his assistance in reading the Sanskrit original of the Bhagavad 

Gita. They had read Sir Edwin Arnold's verse translation of the Gita, The Song 

Celestial and wished to read the original. Gandhi felt ashamed that he had read 

the Gita in neither Sanskrit nor Gujarati, but he offered to assist them to the 

best of his ability. The following verses profoundly impressed him: 

If one 

Ponders on objects of the sense, there springs 

Attraction from attraction grows desire, 

Desire flames to fierce passion, passion breeds Recklessness; 

then the memory-all betrayed 

Lets noble purpose go, and saps the mind, 

Till purpose, mind, and man are all undone. 
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The theme of self-mastery as the basis for moral action struck a deep chord. He 

later described the Gita "as the book par excellence for the knowledge of 

Truth".21 

Gandhi's friends encouraged him to read Theosophical literature and become an 

active member of the Society. He read works by Madame Blavatsky and Annie 

Besant, and was introduced to both at the Blavatsky Lodge, but the doctrines of 

Theosophy per se, particularly those concerned with the occult, had little 

appeal for him. He shared the society's faith that truth was the highest 

embodiment of religion and that all religions represent the same truth, 

butitwastheirpraiseofhisownreligion thatimpressed him most, just as he had 

discovered a theoretical basis for his observance of vegetarianism among the 

radicals of the Vegetarian Society, so too his interest in Hinduism was 

stimulated by approaching its doctrines from the Western viewpoint. "One of 

the most significant facts about the life and vocation of Gandhi," observed 

Thomas Merton, "was his discovery of the East through the West."22 

During this period Gandhi began to learn more of other religions. He had 

developed a distaste for Christianity during his childhood. In Kathiawar 

conversion to Christianity was associated with eating beef and drinking alcohol, 

and he was repelled by the proselytising efforts of missionaries bent on 

damning all other faiths as "heathen". A Christian friend in London convinced 

him that meat-eating and drink were not enjoined by the Scriptures, and 

suggested he read the Bible. Gandhi found he could only read the Old 

Testament "with much difficulty and without the least interest or 

understanding", but the new New Testament inspired him. He thought the 

Sermon on the Mount comparable to the Gita.73 He began to attend church 

services, and from Nonconformists such as Charles Haddon Spurgeon and Dr 

Joseph Parker he learnt of a radical interpretation of Christianity that was 

neither dogmatic nor intolerant of other faiths, and imbued with the spirit of 

humanism. 

Gandhi moved on the periphery of English society during his three years as a 

student in London, absorbing ideas from a wide range of sources, discovering 
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the wisdom of the East through the eyes of the West. He associated with 

socialists, anarchists, radical Christians and feminists. They challenged the 

doctrines of individualistic rationalism. Many of them championed vegetari-

anism, the right to religious freedom and ideas of communality based on a 

return to a simple co-existence with nature. As an alternative to centralist 

systems, in which they saw labour as degraded and alienated from the factors 

of production, they proposed a decentralised social and economic system. They 

envisaged organic communities, self-governing and self-sufficient in the 

necessities of life, free to co-operate and associate with one another on the 

basis of mutuality. 

However, it was not only the tenets of radical humanism that influenced the 

development of Gandhi's communitarian thought. Healsocame into contact with 

the ideas and values of a nineteenth century conservatism that sought to re-

establish the "Social group as the central unit of theoretical inquiry and 

ameliorative action". Two conservative intellectuals had a marked influence 

upon Gandhi, Henry Summer Maine and John Ruskin. Their work provided 

"materialsofafreshand infinitely diversified veneration for community".24 

The impact of Ruskin's ideas on Gandhi will be examined in thefollowing 

section, for it was in South Africa that he read Ruskin's Unto This Last. He came 

across Henry Maine's work on comparative jurisprudence in the course of his 

law studies. Maine argued that the primitive village system of the Teutonic and 

Scandinavian countries was comparable with, and indeed similar to, the actual 

working system of the Indian village communities of the nineteenth century. 

The Hobbesian philosophy of individualistic rationalism had been founded on 

the idea that "mankind is nothing but a loose aggregation of beings, always 

ready to fight with one another, and only prevented from so doing by the 

intervention of some authority".25 To the contrary, Maine argued, the Indian 

oral tradition of customary law could not have been preserved if man had not 

lived in organised, self-acting social groups from ancient times. With regard 

toman's predilection for war, he maintained that "Man has never been so 

ferocious or so stupid as to submit to such an evil as war without some kind of 
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effort to prevent it", which he saw borne out by the number of "ancient 

institutions which bear the marks of a design to stand in the way of war, or to 

provide an alternative to it".26 

Maine presented a picture of a village society composed of a large number of 

independent, communitarian groups, who traded, manufactured and cultivated 

on the basis of self-sufficiency. With reference to the organisational and 

administrative infrastructure of Indian village communities, he argued that it 

would be "inappropriate to speak of a political superior commanding a 

particular course of action to the villages". The council of village elders (or 

panchayat) governed village society by virtue of its embodiment of customary 

law and usages, i.e., it merely declared what had always been. 

More than all, customary law is not enforced by sanction. In the almost 

inconceivable case of disobedience to the award of the village council, the sole 

punishment, or the sole certain punishment, would appear to be universal 

disapprobation. And hence the customary law of India would have to be called 

morality.27 

Gandhi drew upon Maine's Village Communities of the East and West (1881) to 

establish the "wholesome character of pre-industrial Indian civilisation". He first 

cited it in his Open Letter to theLegislators of Natal in 1894, and later included 

it in the list of authorities he acknowledged in Hind Swaraj.28 

Maine's work impressed upon Gandhi the idea that corporate ownership had 

been the norm rather than the exception in traditional Indian village 

communities. The conviction began to grow in him that India could prove to be 

an ideal environment in which to experiment with the type of simple, co-

operative living envisaged by many of his London acquaintances. Maine also 

made pointed reference to the impact centralist policies of the British 

administration was having upon the organic structure of Indian society. In his 

view the introduction of centralised systems of industry, marketing, 

administration and legal authority, undermined the political and economic 

independence once enjoyed by the old organic groups, and significantly 

weakened the social control exercised by clan, village and caste. Though Maine 
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accused the British administration of hastening the breakdown of the village 

community, he identified the growingindividualisation of the old organic groups 

as the primary cause. As the communities grew larger and wider, social balance 

and the preservation of traditional law and usage were undermined.29 

In this sense Gandhi was heir to a Western interpretation of the village 

community that prevailed during the Victorian period. It depicted thevillageasa 

self-acting, egalitarian institution organised on the basis of collective 

ownership. LouisDumont identifies three distinct periods in the development of 

the 'village community' concept. The first is marked by the romantic 

descriptions of English administrators such as Elphinstone and Metcalfe, who 

described the village as a "little republic, self-sufficient, having its own 

functionaries/and surviving the ruin of empires". The second period of Victorian 

conception was typified by Maine's work. 

Finally, in the third period, Indian nationalists, relying on the descriptions and 

scruples of the British of the first period, constructed for themselves an idyllic 

picture of the village community as a secular and democratic institution — did 

it not have the assembly, the famous village panchayat?—which only the British 

ruined irremediably.30 

The Western idealisation of the village community failed to takeaccount of the 

omnipresence of hierarchy and dominance in the village system. It is the 

dominant caste or castes who control land usage, who have the power to grant 

work on the basis of patronage, and who commonly dispense justice by virtue 

of a monopoly of authority. Dumont observes: "The joint possession which, for 

Maine for example, gave the greatest strength to the 'village community' was in 

reality the joint possession by occupants of superior right, joint possession 

within thedominantcaste or lineage."31 It is necessary, however, to view 

Gandhi's later programme to rejuvenate India's villages, and his belief in the 

superiority of the ancient Indian civilisation over its modern form, in the light 

of his understanding of Maine's analysis. 

Summing up Gandhi's years in London as a student, Hunt has written: "Thus 

Gandhi, suffering under the colonial mentality which led him to turn away from 
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Indian ways and to adopt those of the west, was stimulated by this eccentric 

but lively group of Westerners to value his own heritage."32 Above all else it 

appears that the idea of self-renunciation as the true basis for moral action had 

the strongest impression on his fertile mind. "My young mind tried to unify the 

teaching of the Gita, the Light of Asia and the Sermon on the Mount." He 

recalls, "That renunciation as the highest form of religion appealed to me 

greatly." He read Carlyle's Heroes and Hero-Worship, and was impressed by the 

Prophet Mohammed's "greatness and bravery and austere living".33 In response 

to the doctrines of Theosophy and the radical Christians he sought a synthesis 

of the teachings of the major religions, the idea of self- renunciation his 

unifying principle. For the remainder of his life Gandhi sought to resolve the 

contradictions which become obvious when a spiritual asceticism is introduced 

into the realm of social and political activism. He left England the custodian of 

values that were in many respects alien to the majority of his countrymen. 

 

A Karmayogi is Born 

Gandhi's return to India in 1891 marked the beginning of an anxious period in 

his life. His mother had died, and the Gandhi family had long since lost their 

position of influence in Kathiawar. The responsibility lay on him tosettle down 

and establish himself in the legal profession. He failed dismally in his attempts 

to doso in Bombay, and only just managed to support the family from the 

pittance he earned writing petitions and memoranda to present in the local 

courts of Rajkot. 

A painful incident involving an English civil servant he had met earlier in 

London, and with whom he had had cordial relations, opened his eyes to the 

contrast between Britains at home and their colonial counterparts living 

abroad, governing an alien people. In his role as resident in Porbandar, Gandhi's 

English acquaintance became party to an investigation into certain actions of 

Gandhi'sbrother while the latter was secretary and adviser to the Rana of 

Porbandar. His brother asked him to intervene with the Englishman on his 

behalf. Reluctantly he went to the resident, who abused him for seeking to 
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exploit their acquaintance in that fashion, and in the face of Gandhi's refusal to 

leave had him forcibly removed. Angered by the insult, Gandhi wished to 

proceed against the resident. He sought advice from the renowned Bombay 

barrister Sir Pherozeshah Mehta, and in return received hisfirst lesson in 

therealitiesofBritishrulein India. Mehta informed him that he did not yet know 

either the British or life, and that to proceed against the English sahib would be 

to invite ruin. "This shock changed the course of my life", recalled Gandhi. He 

alsobegantoseethe corrupting effects of political patronage upon the 

administrations of the princely states: "This atmosphere appeared to me to be 

poisonous, and how to remain unscathed was a perpetual problem for me."34 

In 1893 Gandhi seized an opportunity to remove himself from the unhappy 

situation. A Moslem trading house in Porbandar invited him to assist them in 

South Africa in a minor legal action against another merchant from Kathiawar. 

Gandhi left India in May of that year, an inexperienced and shy barrister. He 

returned twenty-one years later a seasoned activist with tried and tested 

techniques of action. South Africa during these years, was a country oppressed 

by discriminatory laws which relegated the black and coloured populations to 

slave status. For Gandhi, who became a leading activist in the struggle against 

these laws, South Africa was a laboratory in which he refined his early ideas 

and beliefs into a coherent philosophy of action. 

Central to this philosophy was the idea that man becomes the source of his own 

salvation. In the Hindu tradition holy men commonly seek union with God either 

by Bhakti-yoga, the way of love and devotion, by Jnana-yoga, the way of 

knowledge, or by Raja-yoga, a combination of love, devotion, knowledge and 

self- discipline. These are the quietist techniques favoured by seekers after 

spiritual truth in Hinduism. But in distant South Africa a karmayogi (one who 

seeks salvation through action) was born who interpreted the Bhagavad Gita 

gospel of selfless action into a powerful force for social, political and religious 

reform. 

Settled life in Pretoria enabled Gandhi to renew his dietetic experiments and 

rekindle his interest in aspects of Theosophical and radical Christian thought. 
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He was appointed an agent for the London Vegetarian Society in order to 

spread the "gospel" in South Africa, which he enthusiastically undertook both in 

spoken word and print. As he became familiar with the problems faced by the 

Indian community in the Transvaal and the Orange Free State, he also came 

into contact with a number of Christians, some of whom sought to convert him 

to Christianity. A Quaker who befriended him argued that though there may 

possibly be some truth in other religions, Christianity was the only true source 

of salvation for mankind. Gandhi discovered in Christian teachings much that 

appealed to him, but he could not accept that Jesus was the only incarnation of 

God, the only Mediator between God and man, who had suffered and atoned 

for all the sins of mankind. He met a member of a Christian sect called the 

Plymouth Brethren who refuted the Hindu and Buddhist belief that the 

"ceaseless cycle of action" (i.e. karma) rules man's destiny. The Plymouth 

Brother argued that all man's attempts at improvement and atonement are 

futile because man can only find redemption from the inevitable burden of sin 

through faith in the 'great redemption' of Jesus. Gandhi replied: "If this be the 

Christianity acknowledged by all Christians, I cannot accept it. I do not seek 

redemption from the consequences of my sin. I seek to be redeemed from sin 

itself, or rather from the very thought of sin. Until 1 have attained that end, I 

shall be content to be restless."35 Gandhi could not be swayed from his belief in 

the essential unity of all religions, and patiently resisted all efforts to dissuade 

him from his faith in Hinduism. 

Unimpressed by the efforts of white South African Christians to convert him, 

Gandhi established links with Christians whose faith rested upon a radical 

interpretation of the Bible. One of these, Edward Maitland, was a founder of 

the Esoteric Christian Unionand wrote a number of books in collaboration with 

Anna Kingsford in an attempt to reconstruct the basic principles of Christian 

faith and morality on a non-rationalistic basis. He sent Gandhi two of these 

books, The Perfect Way or the Finding of Christ and The New Interpretation of 

the Bible, both of which he liked as they "seemed to support Hinduism".36 The 

Perfect Way sought to establish three positions: 
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1. That the dogmas and symbols of Christianity arc substantially identical with 

those of other and earlier religious systems. 

2. That the true plane of religious belief lies, not where hitherto the Church 

has placed it — in the sepulchre of historical tradition, but in man's own 

mind and heart; it is not, that is to say, the objective and physical, but the 

subjective and spiritual; and its appeal is not to the senses but to the soul. 

3. That thus regarded and duly interpreted Christian doctrine represents with 

scientific exactitude the facts of man's spiritual history.37 

Drawing on ancient mystical traditions the Esoteric Christians gave expression 

to ideas not dissimilar from those propagated by the Theosophists. For them 

the true meaning and value of asceticism was the attainment of spiritual 

perfection. By subjecting the body to self-denial and control it can be brought 

into harmony with the spirit, which can only derive sustenance "from 

substances the purest and most highly solarised, such as the vegetable kingdom 

alone affords". Vegetarianism, the simple outdoor life, and close communion 

with nature were regarded as essential aids to the attainment of perfection. 

The aspirant was emboldened to face absolute poverty and chastity "without 

fear and without desire save towards God". He was bound by vows of 

abstinence, prayer, meditation, watchfulness, self-restraint, fearlessness and 

voluntary poverty, until final victory over the body freed him from all vows: "He 

has undergone all his ordeals, and has freed his will.... He is free of matter and 

will never again have a phenomenal body."38 

In the wake of proselytising efforts to convince him to change his religion, the 

ideas of the Esoterics and Theosophists appealed to Gandhi's idealism. The 

mysticism of the Esoterics was derivedessentially from Theosophy, both 

movements affirming the unity of religion and the validity of all ancient 

religious traditions. Fundamental to their affirmation was the faith that 

religious scriptures are allegorical guides to the inner world of the spirit. The 

Esoterics reaffirmed the teachings of Christianity as a further development of 

the doctrinal truths common to all religions, but they repudiated the orthodox 
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view that the scriptures represent historical fact. Gandhi saw in these radical 

Christian ideas the essence of all the major religious teachings, confirming his 

faith in the universality of truth. 

The religious philosophy of the Esoterics and Theosophists also concurred with 

the essence of "advice" Gandhi had earlier received from his Jain friend and 

mentor Shrimad Rajchandra. They had met on the day after Gandhi's return to 

India from London. A jeweller, Rajchandra was also a gifted intellectual and 

poet. During a time of uncertainty and inner turmoil in Gandhi's life the young 

Jain was a source of solace and inspiration. "In my moments of spiritual crisis 

he was my refuge", Gandhi wrote later.39 Rajchandra's guidance awakened 

Gandhi to the profound truths of India's ancient religious traditions, not as 

abstractions seen from the viewpoint of the West, but as a living heritage and 

vital source for his own spiritual development. Duringa period when Gandhi was 

trying to reconcile the conflicting claims of Christian and Hindu doctrines he 

sent the jeweller three questions: "What is the soul?", "What is God?", and 

"What is liberation?" In reply Rajchandra expounded the Jain teaching of the 

soul, setting Gandhi's mind at rest with religious concepts that resolved the 

apparent conflict between the doctrines of the major religions, and convincing 

him these ideas were also inherent to the teachings of Hinduism. 

In the words of Shrimad Rajchandra, it is unnecessary in our work-a-day world 

for anyone to give up his own religion and adopt another in order to attain 

liberation. Everybody can attain liberation by following his own. For, liberation 

means complete freedom from all attachment and hatred and this is the 

common goal of all religions.40 

Gandhi's association with Rajchandra and his Theosophist and Esoteric friends 

wasanimportantsourceofinspirationduringthe early period of spiritual awakening 

in South Africa. These contacts banished all traces of the atheism he had toyed 

with in his youth, and confirmed his faith in Hinduism as the true path for his 

own spiritual quest. Gandhi's indebtedness to Edward Maitland further 

deepened. Through him he was introduced to the writings of Tolstoy, the 
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prophet of simplicity, truth and non- resistance to evil by force, who was to 

have such a profound influence upon him. 

Gandhi was indirectly familiar with the ideas of Tolstoy through his encounter 

with the vegetarian movement, but his reading of The Kingdom of Godis Within 

You in South Africa opened his mind to the infinite potential of love and non-

violence as powerful bases for personal action. He made an intensive study of 

Tolstoy's writings on religion, renunciation, voluntary poverty, communityand 

vegetarianism. Later he corresponded with Tolstoy and became acquainted 

with several English Tolstoyans. During his stay in England in 1909 he visited the 

Whiteway colony of Tolstoyans, a group who experimented with communitarian 

living independently from the mainstream movement.41 

Tolstoy argued that all institutions of the state were an abstract embodiment 

of violent and coercive authority, which those individuals with a highly 

developed consciousness of truth must selflessly resist. He proclaimed that 

"progress towards the welfare of mankind is made not by the persecutors but by 

the persecuted, that only goodness, confronting evil, conquers it in the end".42 

The sole meaning of human life lies in serving the world by promoting the 

establishment of the Kingdom of God. This servicecan be accomplished only by 

the recognition and avowal of the truth by each separate individual.43 

Other works by Tolstoy that Gandhi read depicted the slavery of labour in an 

industrial civilisation, and the violence which underlies the structure of the 

state. Tolstoy declared the need for an ascetic programme to achieve a truly 

righteous society, sustained by vegetarianism, celibacy and other forms of self- 

control. In the face of the growing inhumanity of industrial civilisation Tolstoy 

repudiated the state and withdrew his support from theorganised church. By 

way of outlining a code of righteousconduct Tolstoy formulated three replies to 

the searching question encapsulated in his book What Then Must We Do? : 

First : not to lie to myself; and — however far my path of life may be from the 

true path disclosed by my reason - not to fear the truth. 
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Secondly : to reject the belief in my own righteousness and in privileges and 

peculiarities distinguishing me from others, and to acknowledge myself as being 

to blame.  

Thirdly : to fulfil the eternal, indubitable law of man, and with the labour of 

my whole being to struggle with nature for the maintenance of my own and 

other people's lives.44 

It was a plea for social renewal through service, renunciation and mutuality. 

The movement that begun in response to Tolstoy's teachings led to the 

establishment of small experimental communities in several parts of the world. 

Agricultural colonies run along his guidelines were initially restricted to Russia, 

but subsequently the movement found support in North America, Britain, 

Palestine, the Netherlands and Bulgaria. From the late 1880s large numbers of 

his'disciples'sought to reorganise their lives in keeping with his call to reject a 

society practising violence and exploitation. They endeavoured to live by their 

own labour, to live in harmony with nature, and to devote themselves to 

serving their fellowmen as expressions of a religious faith founded on the ideal 

of self- perfection. 

Despite his concern for self-perfection Tolstoy repudiated the common notion 

that Christian scriptures relate only to personal salvation and not to public 

affairs. He deplored the isolationist mentality characteristic of Christian 

asceticism, believing that "to live a pure, holy life on a pillar or in a commune 

is impossible, because man is deprived of one-half of life-communion with the 

world—without which his life has no sense."45 He became increasingly intolerant 

of attempts by his followers to develop a cult around his ideas and personality, 

and the problems faced by the numerous Tolstoyan settlements led him on 

occasion to doubt his own teachings. The quietist tendencies of many of his 

supporters derive from his teaching that man must surrender himself to the 

spirit of love in order to overcome evil; the only wayto influence others was 

through the attainment of self- purification. He advised the "trueChristian" to 

abstain from participation in the activities of the state, but he made no 
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allowance in any of his writings for an organised form of nonviolent activism 

against the legitimised oppression of the state. 

Gandhi was certainly much impressed with the Tolstoyan idea of shaking free 

from the violence and coercion of the state and forming co-operative 

communities. His indictment of modern civilisation and the organised violence 

of the centralised state in Hind Swaraj is fully in keeping with the spirit of 

Tolstoy's teachings. In the trust deed of the Phoenix Settlement, which 

established the pattern of Gandhi’s communal experiments, Gandhi 

acknowledged his indebtedness to the Russian sage by setting down the 

practice and propagation of Tolstoy's teachings as the main objective of the 

community.46 But though he found in Tolstoy's elucidation of the Christian 

gospel of non-resistance much that was akin to the Hindu and Jain doctrine of 

ahimsa, Gandhi's translation of these ideas in to a technique of direct action 

marked an original contribution more far-reaching in its implications than the 

pacifist teachings to which he had been exposed. 

To distinguish the active form of nonviolence he developed in South Africa from 

pacifist ideas, Gandhi conceived of the term satyagraha (or truth-force). 

Nonviolence could suggest a negative form of action, and passive resistance 

could be associated with the defensive stance of the weak, but Gandhi 

conceived satyagraha as an instrument of the spiritually and morally strong. 

"Nonviolence of my conception," he observed, "is a more active and more real 

fighting against wickedness than retaliation whose very nature is to increase 

wickedness."47 In Gandhi's hands non-violence was forged into a formidable 

weapon. It implied not only an active refusal to commit a violent action but the 

will to suffer and serve selflessly in order to convert the opposition. He refined 

Tolstoy's idea of personal commitment to self-suffering as a means of 

humanising society.48 

Gandhi did not believe social change was subject to factors such as "collective 

consciousness", "class struggle", or "the moral priority of any collective agency 

over the individual". His indictment of modern civilisation and his repudiation 

of the collectivist view of society, were predicated upon his faith that "the 
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individual is the one supreme consideration".49 In thedemocratic society of 

Gandhi's vision the individual was thus given priority, but if the all-round 

development of the individual was to be the highest value it could only be 

realised in a society where individual freedom was limited by the freedom and 

welfare of others. The Western doctrine of natural rights was in Gandhi's view a 

doctrineof unrestrained individualism or egoism, resulting in violence and the 

alienation of the individual from society. His individualism derived from the 

ancient Hindu concepts of dharma (natural duty) and yajna (selfless sacrifice). 

If leaving duties unperformed, we run after rights, they will escape us like the 

Will-o'-the-wisp. The same teaching has been embodied by Krishna in the 

immortal words, 'Action alone is thine, leave thou the fruitseverely alone. 

'Action isduty, fruit is the right.50 

Gandhi believed that the individual who orders his life upon an unshakable faith 

in duty, sacrifice, truth and non-violence, remains morally autonomous from 

collective agencies and is an unconquerable agent of social progress. 

Satyagraha was conceived by Gandhi as the only effective sanction against 

wrong-doing available to such an individual. 

Tolstoy eloquently preached his doctrines of "Christian anarchism", but his ideas 

found their clearest expression in Gandhi's satyagraha. Similarly, he elaborated 

in action certain aspects of the thought of writers such as Ruskin and Thoreau. 

Their writings affirmed and strengthened his belief that self-renunciation and 

respect for the dignity of the individual are integral to nonviolent action. But it 

is within the framework of his predilections, and in response to the situations 

he confronted in South Africa, that Gandhi found in the ideas of these western 

thinkers scholarly justification for his own conclusions. Far more than the 

authors themselves, he gave active expression to their ideas in a life of struggle 

against man's inhumanity to man. 

The best example of Gandhi's reinterpretation and adaptation of another's ideas 

is his response to John Ruskin. Ruskin's insight into the evils of the political 

economy and the industrial system had little impact on the society of his time. 

His attack on the mainstream of economic thinking, his elevation of artisans to 
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the level of artists, and his belief in the "chivalry of labour", wereeither 

damned or ignored by the press and power elites of theday. Yet his ideas had a 

considerable influence on the English socialist movement, particularly among 

the radical humanitarian circles Gandhi came into contact with during his 

student days in London. Gandhi read Unto This Last in 1904, later remarking 

that it "captured me and made me transformmy life".51 He was inspired by what 

he read to establish the Phoenix Settlement in Natal that same year, "on 

principles of bread-labour and the responsibility of the community organisation 

to provide for the physical welfare of the worker who is its member".52 Gandhi 

summarised Ruskin's teachings into three principles : 

1. That the good of the individual is contained in the good of all. 

2. That a lawyer's work has the same value as the barber's inasmuch as all 

have the same right of earning their livelihood from their work. 

3. That a life of labour, i.e., the life of the tiller of the soil and the 

handicraftsmen, is the life worth living. 

He explained that the first of these he knew; the second he had vaguely 

realised; but the third had not occurred to him previously. Only the first of 

these principles is stated clearly in Unto This Last, but Gandhi argued that the 

second and third were contained in the first.53 At a time when he was seeking 

to reconcile his life as a successful lawyer with his notionsof simplicity, 

renunciation and social service, he found inspiration in Ruskin's work. Ruskin 

declared that human beings, "full-breathed, bright-eyed and happy-hearted", 

are the true wealth of society. 

In his view the political economy fails to take the human soul into account in its 

theoretical model of the "economic man" ruled by the laws of supply and 

demand. "The largest quantity of work... will be done only when the motive 

force, i.e., the will or spirit of the creature, is brought to its greatest strength 

by its own proper fuel; namely, by the affections." Like the nonconformist 

Christian groups of the nineteenth century, Ruskin reaffirmed the fundamental 

principles of primitive Christianity. He denounced industrial civilisation as 

inhumane and anti-religion, and declared that he knew of "no previous instance 
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in history of a nation's establishing a systematic disobedience to the first 

principles of its professed religion". 

The investigation of a "science of becoming rich" was diametrically opposed to 

the tenetsof the divine teachings, which denounce the love of money as the 

source of all evil and declare "mammon service" to be idolatory, "theaccurate 

and irreconcilable opposite of God's service". For Ruskin the real science of 

political economy "is that which teaches nations to desire and labour for the 

things that lead to life; and which teaches them to scorn and destroy the things 

that lead to destruction". His alternative to the "Protestant Ethic i.e., the 

pursuit or manifestation of salvation through the accumulation of wealth, was a 

call for people to leave the question of personal redemption to God alone, and 

to seek "not greater wealth, but simpler pleasure; not higher fortune, but 

deeper felicity; making the first of possessions self-possession; and honouring 

themselves in the harmless pride and calm pursuits of peace".54 No doubt 

Ruskin's theme of self-renunciation for the common good impressed Gandhi; 

they shared a fundamental concern for the quality of life and a distaste for the 

economics of material accumulation. 

Ruskin sought the "conversion" of the moneyed classes on the basis of the 

conservative idea that every right carries with it a corresponding duty. He 

rejected the socialist idea of a direct assault on the rich and the subsequent 

division of their property, claiming that "division of property is its destruction; 

and with it the destruction of all hope, all industry, and all justice; it is simply 

chaos...." In the face of impending chaos Ruskin in fact appeared more 

concerned for the future security of the rich, than with the alleviation of 

poverty among the poorer classes. His attitude to the poor is patronising, 

insisting as he does that they can only find "redemption" through the good 

works of strong, wealthy men. 

The fortitude and intelligence which acquire richesareintended, by the giver of 

both, not to scatter, nor to give away, but to employ those riches in the service 

of mankind.... Itiscontinually the fault or the folly of the poor that they are 

poor.... Put it at the worst, that all the poor of the world are but disobedient 
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children, or careless cripples, and that all the rich people are wise and strong, 

and you will see at once that neither is the socialist right in desiring to make 

everybody poor, powerless, and foolish as he is himself, nor the rich man right 

in leaving the children in the mine.55 

In many respects Gandhi was heir to this conservative idea. He maintained that 

each individual had the right to realise his full potential within society, which 

was only possible when one fulfilled the duty owed to society. 

Rights accrue automatically to him who duly performs his duties. In fact the 

right to perform one's duties is the only right that is worth living for and dying 

for. It covers all legitimate rights.56 

Gandhi defended the traditional Hindu concept of varna (colour) whereby 

society is divided into the functional prototypes of brahman (priest), kshatriya 

(warrior), vaisya (tradesman) and shudra (labourer). He believed this 

established "certain spheres of action for certain people with certain 

tendencies, which avoided all unworthy competition".57 Unification of 

nonviolent society could not in his view be achieved by impractical social 

uniformity, but by the maintenance of the diversity inherent to the social 

system through respect for the dignity of the individual and provision of welfare 

for all. Gandhi and Ruskin shared a conception of social progress in which there 

was no place for violence, hatred and class conflict. Ruskin's perception of the 

role that should be played by the moneyed classes in society is echoed in 

Gandhi's later concept of trusteeship, which proposed that in order to avoid 

class war the owners of wealth in India should voluntarily convert themselves 

into trustees of their wealth. 

Ruskin and Gandhi stood for the dignity of the individual, and both soughta 

renascenceof moral values as the basis forall action. Yet, there were subtle 

differences in their view of an ideal society. Ruskin not only held the commoner 

to be inferior, but favoured an aristocratic hierarchy that denied the masses 

the right of controlling their own affairs on the grounds of incompetence. The 

authoritarian tendency discernible in Ruskin's conservatism finds its clearest 

expression in his assertion that an egalitarian social order is an impossibility: 
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My continual aim has been to show the eternal superiority of some men 

toothers, sometimes of one man to all others; and to show also the advisability 

of appointing such persons or person to guide, to lead, or on occasion even to 

compel andsubdue, their inferiors, according to their own better knowledge 

and wiser will.58 

It is in the context of Ruskin's authoritarianism that Erikson observed the irony 

that Cecil Rhodes, Gandhi's "clearest philosophical and practical antagonist" in 

South Africa, had found in Unto This Last a sanction for his colonialistpolicies.59 

While Gandhi concurred with Ruskin's view that people are born with different 

capacities, he did not interpret these differences in "value" terms such as "high" 

and "low", "superior" and "inferior". He knew that the realities of the caste-

system were far removed from the caste-idealism of the varna concept. Any 

value inherent in the ideal had waned in practical terms by the development of 

an inflexible but fragmented caste structure, which precluded any form of 

egalitarianism. Gandhi's abhorrence of the peculiarly Hindu institution of 

untouchability, and his later programme to eradicate the caste-ideology of 

ritual purity upon which the institution is based, reflected his egalitarian 

approach to social problems. 

The seeds of Gandhi's opposition to the inequities of caste were sown during his 

childhood, and likely deepened as a result of his later contacts with the 

Theosophical movement. The theosophists began to draw attention to the 

plight of India's untouchable communities during the late 1800s, and one of the 

earliest schemes of uplift was the Olcott Memorial School opened by the 

theosophists for panchamas (as the untouchables were called) in South India, at 

Adyar, in 1894. However, Gandhi saw untouchability as implying much more 

than the ceremonial untouchability of those labelled as such. It became for him 

a symbol of the major malaise of Indian life. He saw that the city-dweller had 

come to think of the villagers as untouchable. He did not know them, he would 

not live with them, and if he found himself in a village he would want to 

reproduce city life there. In this aspect of his later work Gandhi would stress 
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not only the socio-economic uplift of untouchables but of all suppressed 

communities: 

Untouchability is a hydra-headed monster and has affected every branch of 

society. And therefore we have become untouchable, one to another, so that 

there is no caste or section which does not consider itself superior to another 

section orcaste. There may be, there are, many other causes for it, but this 

superiority and inferiority complex is at the bottom of the communal trouble. 

Therefore the implication of this campaign is that we wish to achieve the 

brotherhood of man, which is unattainable so long as we believe that 

untouchability has divine sanction. It is, therefore, up to the caste-Hindus to 

consider and make their choice. They perpetuateuntouchability, and they and 

Hinduism die.60 

To remove the prevailing confusion over the true nature of varna, to cleanse 

Hinduism of its impurities, and as an expression of the dignity of all forms of 

work, Gandhi would later call on all Hindus to regard themselves as shudras, 

members of the lowest varna: "That is the only way to demonstrate the truth of 

Brahmanism and to revive Varnadharma in its true state."61 

Another who influenced him was the Transcendentalist writer and philosopher, 

Henry David Thoreau. Gandhi's debt to Thoreau's "Essay on Civil Disobedience" 

has clearly been much exaggerated, for it was not until the former had 

conceived and put into effect the satyagraha technique of civil disobedience 

that he read the essay in a South African prison in 1907. Doubtless, he 

recognised a precursor in Thoreau, but Louis Fischer's description of Gandhi's 

Phoenix Settlement as a "Walden on the veldt"62 is perhaps a clearer indication 

of the significance of Thoreau's teachings for Gandhi. 

Between 1845 and 1847 Thoreau went to live at Walden Pond in Concord, 

Massachusetts: "I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to 

front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to 

teach, and not when I came to die, discover that I have not lived."63 As a 

determined individualist who was sceptical of organised movements, Thoreau 

did not join the Brook Farm experiment that attracted many of his 
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Transcendentalist friends in nearby West Roxbury (1841-1847), and which 

became one of the more notable of many community experiments in North 

America during the nineteenth century. The Gandhian concept of an ashram is 

none the less not very far removed from Thoreau's idea in withdrawing to 

Walden. Though Walden was a place of retreat for Thoreau, it was a retreat 

imbued with the virtues of positive action; a search for truth through 

simplification of life-style and work of a constructive and soul-cleansing nature. 

"With respect to luxuries and comforts' said Thoreau, "the wisest have ever 

lived a more simpleand meagre life than the poor." In a similar vein he has 

written: 

In proportion as he simplifies his life, the laws of the universe will appear less 

complex, and solitude will not be solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness 

weakness. If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that 

is where they should be. Now put the foundations under them.64 

In an examination of Thoreau's influence upon Gandhi and Indian intellectuals 

in general, Sujit Mukherjee has argued that Walden does not capture the Indian 

imagination because of the familiarity of its symbolism— "We have neglected to 

practise it, but we are told that the prescribedideal of vanaprasthashrama — 

i.e., retirement to the forest for contemplation after acquiring education and 

living a full life — was in operation in India more than 2,000 years before 

Thoreau conceived of his withdrawal to Walden Pool. Thoreau probably did not 

receive proper instruction in this ideal, because he actually went and did it — 

that too, without having first lived through the preceding phase of a 

householder's life. And what a let-down for Indian ideals that Thoreau should 

have returned from the forest!"65 Though Gandhi did refer to the vow of 

brahmacharya (celibacy) he took in 1906 as an essential expression of his 

resolve to live the life of a vanasprastha (one retired from household cares), 

Mukherjee appears to have missed the main point altogether. Neither Gandhi 

nor Thoreau — the latter at Walden Pond, the former through the communities 

or ashrams he established during his life— intended their respective 

withdrawals from mainstream society as quietist exercises in contemplative 
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activity. For both it was an opportunity to rejuvenate the spirit and cleanse the 

soul through self-reliance, constructive work and a simple life in harmony with 

nature. 

Gandhi's ashrams were communalised expressions of the concept of withdrawal 

and renewal which had inspired Thoreau. Gandhi believed that the spirit of 

nonviolence and truth-force could be best inculcated within the intimate 

communal environment of an ashram; the members acquiring the ability to 

communicate the spirit to others by attempting to apply the valuesof truth and 

nonviolence in all their relationships and against all forms of coercion and 

conflict. But the ashramic life as conceived by Gandhi was by no means 

confined to an institutional structure. Rather, a pattern was established which 

enabled the individual to live in harmony with nature and fellow-man, based on 

self-reliance, creative activity and community service. To live such a life, 

Gandhi believed, was to conserve and rejuvenate the fundamental ties which 

have traditionally bound men and women together in organic communities. The 

constructive activities of individuals, whether performed collectively or inde-

pendently, were seen by him as a visible link that indissolubly bound them to 

the community. 

After two years at Walden Thoreau returned to society fortified by his 

experience, and confirmed in the belief that "no face which we can give to a 

matter will stead us so well at last as the truth", and that to avoid the life of 

"quiet desperation" endured by the mass of men, man must "cultivate poverty 

like a garden herb."66 Similarly, Gandhi withdrew to his ashrams to refurbish his 

strength and spirit. Prayer, constructive work and simple living fortified him 

against the rigours of life outside his ashrams. Both Gandhi and Thoreau 

borrowed freely from a complex web of cross-cultural influences in order to 

give effective expression to their own ideas on society, politics, philosophy, 

morality and religion. Their clearest message to mankind was that man cannot 

realise his full potential in a life of material ease and passive acceptance of 

violence and oppression, but by constant striving on the path of nonviolence, 
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simplicity and truth. 

 

Conclusion 

The failings of modern civilisation had been brought into sharp focus for Gandhi 

through his understanding of alternative social philosophies and models in the 

West. None the less, he believed that the reconstitution of Indian society on a 

righteous basis must truly reflect the mentality and genius of India's 

heterogeneous people. By communicating the ideal of the karmayogi as the 

most-worthy of aspirations he imbued the work ethic with religious 

connotations far-reaching in its implications for the caste-ridden social 

structure of India. Fitting into the traditional pattern of the sanyasi, practising 

non-attachment in his search for truth, Gandhibrought his message of work as 

devotion to the masses of people by peripatetic teaching in South Africa and 

India. He awakened within many a consciousness of the power of positive action 

to influence men and the events that shape their lives. 

On the other hand, the cross-cultural synthesis of communitarian and ascetic 

ideals Gandhi achieved indicated he was more of a universalist than a 

nationalist. It would appear, moreover, that the practical scheme of life he 

derived from Ruskin's Unto This Last owed less to Ruskin's work and more, as 

Ashe has suggested, to "an amalgam of Tolstoy, Edward Carpenter'sSimple Life 

doctrine, the memory of Mariann Hill (see Chapter 2), the theory of the ashram 

in Hindu religion, and the theory of corporate property in Hindu law (which had 

lodged in Gandhi's mind when he read Maine)."67 

Gandhi believed in the essential unity of the divine spirit with all forms of life, 

a truth which he found in the teachings of all the major religions. For him 

Hinduism and Christianity were not basically different. His ashram concept is 

based on the ideas of withdrawal and renewal as well as the communal 

asceticism common to both religions. Gandhi's innovation was to imbue his 

activism with a similar asceticism. He believed that self-renunciation could be 

channelled through positive action to reform society and politics, without 

succumbing to the corrupting influence of power. 
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02. The Phoenix Settlement and Tolstoy Farm : The Experiment Begins 

When Gandhi sailed from Bombay in April 1893 he had no idea his experiences 

in South Africa would set him firmly on the path to his later 'mahatmaship' and 

uncrowned leadership of the Indian people in their struggle against British 

imperialism. Through a series of discriminatory incidents, which he came to 

regard as marking the turning point in his life, the oppression of non-whites in 

South Africa was brought into focus. His indignation at white South Africans' 

treatment of him whilst on a trip from Durban to Pretoria spurred him to launch 

a campaign to awaken the Indians of Pretoria to the need to defend their 

rights. At a meeting of Indians called by him he explained that by conscious 

efforts to improve their habits and by learning English, the Indian community 

could integrate more easily into South African society and strengthen its 

position. The idea of linking self-improvement with the struggle to win one's 

rights became fundamental to his approach to civil disobedience. 

His powers of leadership coming to the fore, Gandhi was soon thrust at the 

head of a small-scale mass movement, dedicated to nonviolent agitation. 

Paralleling the Indian National Congress, he founded the Natal Indian Congress 

and organised petitions to the Natal Legislature and later to the British Colonial 

Office. He had a number of partial successes, and these heightened his 

determination to rid South Africa of discrimination against the Indian 

community. He was to remain in South Africa, with brief absences, until 1914, 

during which time he forged the political weapons helaterutilised in the 

struggle against the British in India. 

During these twenty years in South Africa Gandhi transformed himself from a 

prosperous Anglophile lawyer leading an agitationalmovement through legal 

channels, to a non-violent activist living a simple communitarian existence with 

his followers and prepared to sacrifice his life for the causes he believed in. 

Between 1904 and 1908 he began to give concrete shape to his doctrine of 

satyagraha which evolved in practice through a number of intermittent civil 

resistance movements he initiated from 1907 to 1914. Though the limited gains 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 42 

Gandhi realised for the Indian community in South Africa were later nullified by 

the racialist policies of successive white governments, his satyagraha move-

ments did reveal the effectiveness of organised nonviolent resistance against a 

more powerful opponent. The courage shown by Gandhi's satyagrahis in the 

face of repressive governmental action mobilised public opinion to such an 

extent that the inexperienced South African Government was considerably 

embarrassed. More importantly, they enabled the Indian community to win a 

significant moral victory. 

"Gandhi was awakened to the nature of his destiny by situations that 

threatened the quality of his own life," observed Woodcock, "afterwards he 

devoted himself to defending the quality of the life of others."1 He sought 

freedom for mankind to live in harmony and dignity. 

 

The Monastic Ideal 

A desire to experiment with communal living was already growing within 

Gandhi when he reached South Africa in 1893. He sought to interest his 

associates in the idea of establishing some type of small community once his 

law practice began to flourish. Until he was able to bring his family to South 

Africa he decided he would invite his workers and companions to live 

communally with him in his large and furnished house in Natal, but he soon 

discovered that a number of them took advantage of his generosity. He was not 

discouraged, and his assiduous reading of Tolstoy's works increased his desire to 

begin his own community. During his early years in South Africa Gandhi had 

begun to envisage the type of community best suited to the value system in 

which he believed. But it was an Order of Trappist monks living at Mariam 

Hillnear Pinetown, sixteen miles from Durban, that provided him with a 

functioning example of a micro-community living on the basis of voluntary 

poverty, self-renunciation and constructivework. 

Gandhi had known of the vegetarian Trappists ever since he had read of this 

band of missionaries in Anna Kingsford's Perfect Way in Diet as a student in 

London. When he subsequently learnt that several Trappist settlements had 
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been established in South Africa he was keen to contact them. In April 1895 the 

opportunity arose to visit their monastery at Pinetown. He published an 

account of the visit in The Vegetarian during the following month. He described 

the settlement as a quiet little model village; owned on the truest republican 

principles. The principle of liberty, equality and fraternity is carried out in its 

entirety. Every man is a brother, every woman a sister.2 

The population of the mission included one hundred and twenty monks and 

sixty sisters, both groups observing strict vows of silence and chastity, and 

twelve hundred native Africans, mostly children, who impressed Gandhi as 

being "patterns of simplicity, virtue and gentleness". Everything he saw at the 

settlement greatly impressed him. The males of the predominantly Zulu 

population were trained in the various workshops to be blacksmiths, tinsmiths, 

shoemakers, carpenters and tanners, whilst the girls joined the sisters in 

ironing, sewing, straw-hat manufacturing and knitting. The community had its 

own printing press, a flour mill worked by water power and an oil press. 

Without distinction of race all the men laboured in the fields where many 

varieties of tropical fruits and vegetables were grown. Efficient management of 

the workshops and farm enabled the settlement to be almost self-supporting.3 

Gandhi was delighted with the pattern of life he saw at the Trappist 

settlement, later writing that any vegetarian meeting the "noble band" would 

be filled "with a spirit of love, charity and self- sacrifice". He went on to 

describe the Trappists as "a living testimony to the triumph of vegetarianism 

from a spiritual point of view". In the midst of the racism that permeated South 

African society Gandhi was overjoyed at discovering a multi-racial community 

devoid of tensions and prejudices. Though almost all were Germans, the 

Trappists made no attempt to impose their language on the African converts 

who received instruction in Zulu andEnglish. In the simple surroundings of the 

mission everyone worked side by side, ate the same food and dressed in similar 

fashion: 

The most prominent feature of the settlement is that you see religion 

everywhere.... I know from personal experience that a visitto the farm 
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...cannot but produce a lasting holy impression on the mind.... It proves 

conclusively, to my mind, that a religion appears divine or devilish, according 

as its professors choose to make it appear.4 

The Trappist pattern represented for Gandhi a dynamic and creative fusion of 

ascetic ideals with the practical concerns of service to and management of the 

community. In subsequent years he would holdup themodelof the Trappists to 

his colleagues as an ideal mode of living, and as late as 1934 he recalled the 

Trappist pattern in defining the community ideal workers for untouchables 

should try to emulate. His conception of small communities of working men and 

women voluntarily devoted to self-realisation through the observance of 

absolute vows and service of the poor, isinmany respects reminiscent of the 

monastic ideal of the Trappists, and is in the tradition of monastic orders 

established on the basis of ideas espoused by Christian saints such as Basil, 

Benedict and Francis.5 

Gandhi did not deny the personal value of introspection, meditation and 

communion with God as means of seeking spiritual enlightenment, but for him 

the path lay through service: 

Man's ultimate aim is the realisation of God and all his activities, social, 

political, religious, have to be guided by the ultimate aim of the vision of God. 

The immediate service of all human beings becomes a necessary part of the 

endeavour, simply because the only way to find God is to see Him in His 

creation and be one with it. This can only be done by the service of all.6 

He argued that a value system based on truth and nonviolence could not be 

upheld in society and politics unless social workers and politicians accept the 

monastic ideal of self-renunciation and introduce it into public life. 

The association of industriousness with spirituality is by no means unique to the 

communal pattern of Western monasticism. It is also a salient feature of the 

ancient Vedic system of education. The tapovan (abode of austerities) of the 

ancient Indian rishis (teachers) were forest retreats where the teacher and 

pupil lived a life of austerity and spiritual discipline. The tapovan was the home 

of the teacher around which his pupils gathered. Life in the tapovan was an 
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expression essentially of the teacher's ideals. The task of the pupil was to 

assimilate these ideals and the spiritual method of the teacher. Membership of 

these intimate social groups engendered feelings of belonging and of personal 

worth in the pupil, which enhanced the atmosphere of learning in the tapovan. 

An integral part of the pupils' daily regimen included tending the teacher's 

house and cattle. 

Tending the house was training the pupil in self-help, the dignity of labour, of 

menial service for his teacher and the student-brotherhood. Tending cattle was 

education through craft as a part of the highest liberal education. The craft 

selected is the primary industry of India.... The pupils received valuable 

training in the love of the cow and the industry of rearing cattle and dairy-

farming, with all the-other advantages it gave of outdoor life and robust 

physical exercise... Therefore, the highest education was quite consistent with 

manual and vocational training to give a practical turn to human nature, and 

training to deal with objects and the physical environment.7 

At the centre of the Vedic system was the concept of yajna. Self- sacrifices as 

worship were not only the guiding principles of ancient Indian education, 

expressed by the pupil through the selfless performance of different classes of 

duties, but were the mainspring of all Hindu, Buddhist and Jain religious 

thoughts. It is the sacrifice that leads to religion and it is religion that leads to 

the Absolute, explained R. D. Mookerji in his study of ancient Indian education.8 

In the account of his visit to South Africa early in 1914 Charles Freer Andrews, 

who became one of Gandhi's most intimate friends, saw in the stark simplicity 

of the Phoenix Settlement an embodiment of the tapovan ideal of Aryavarta : 

The simple ashram in the forest: the guru and the chela living their lives apart: 

themselves close to nature, and living content with nature's simplest gifts.9 

Indeed Gandhi's concept of ashramic education did not differ significantly from 

the Vedic ideal. However, his revaluation of the yajna concept was not limited 

to sacrifices performed to facilitate personal development, but encompassed 

all service undertaken in the cause of community and national development. 

The principles he associated with ashramic life were "rigid simplicity", 
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"perpetual continence", "detachment from the world", "voluntary poverty", and 

above all else, "formation of character with a view to self-realisation". He 

insisted that all members of his ashrams enjoy equal status, and he interpreted 

his position as head of the respective communities in a way comparable to that 

of the rishi of ancient times in his topavan. He saw himself as the parental 

head of an extended family rather than the superior of an institution. 

Whilst Gandhi derived profound inspiration from his knowledge of Christian 

monasticism, his appeal to the Indian people lay rooted in a Hindu expression of 

"this-worldly asceticism". He sought to awaken the masses to their own social, 

cultural and economic traditions, revalued in a dynamic way and purged of all 

inequities, as means to redress the oppressive social and economic conditions 

under which they laboured. 

Gandhi was not alone in his attempts to refurbish Hinduism as a vehicle for 

social progress. A religious renaissance had begun in the nineteenth century, 

inspired by the teachingsofRamakrishna, a mystic who believed the true path to 

self-realisation was the service of God in man. He did not live to form a society 

on this principle, but his belief in the unity of all religions, his denunciation of 

the love of money, and his work on behalf of the poor, inspired many young 

men to seek a life of self-renunciation and service. 

Ramakrishna's chosen successor was Swami Vivekananda. He organised the 

disciples of Ramakrishna after the seer's death, shaping them into an ascetic 

order dedicated to social service. The Ramakrishna Order undertook charitable 

work, opened schools for untouchables, and worked for the uplift of women. 

Vivekananda taught that a Hinduism rid of superstition and imbued with asocial 

conscience, was the key to national rebirth. He sought to awaken a national 

consciousness, based on a common understanding of the tenets of Hinduism. "I 

cannot believe in a religion that does not wipe outthe widow's tears or bring a 

piece of bread to the orphan's mouth", he said.10 Though he was unable to meet 

Vivekananda, who died in 1902, and read only one of his books, Gandhi's bid to 

introduce a religious asceticism into politics was certainly in keeping with the 

spirit of Vivekananda's efforts to activate Hinduism on a national basis. Gandhi 
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later acknowledged that heandtheRamakrishna Order worked essentially in 

thesame spirit: 

Wherever I go the followers of Ramakrishna invite me and I know their blessings 

are on my work. Ramakrishna Sevashrams (people's service centres) and 

Hospitals are spread throughout India. There is no such place where their work 

is not being carried on a small or large scale. Hospitals are opened and the poor 

are given medicine and treatment... I pray to God to increase such Sevashrams. 

I hope such people will join them who are pure and who have love for India. Let 

them do the work inspired with the love of India.11 

A secular approach to communal asceticism was the Servants of India Society 

founded by Gopal Krishna Gokhaleinl905.Gokhale was a graduate of Fergusson 

College in Poona, a charitable institution run by the Deccan Education Society. 

He was the most eminent among a group of western-educated moderates who 

increasingly sought social and political reform during the latter stages of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Gokhale's Society consisted of 

volunteer workers and intelligentsia living on a subsistence wage, who 

renounced office-seeking and approached community service as a vocation. 

Their activities included relief work among famine victims and the poverty- 

stricken, and the promotion of trade unionism. 

During Gandhi's years of struggle in South Africa he forged strong links with 

Gokhale. Though he was initially sympathetic to the aims and aspirations of the 

Servants of India Society, Gandhi later questioned the wisdom of their support 

for Western education and the direction in which it was leading India. In a 

letter tohiscousinMaganlal in 1901 he lamented Gokhale's involvementwith the 

Society, which he argued, was "simply an indifferent imitation of the West". By 

retaining servants, by spending large amounts of money on the maintenance of 

buildings, and by accepting only English-educated graduates into their midst, 

the Society, in Gandhi's view, merely compounded the tendency amongst India's 

elites towards slavish imitation of Western civilisation.12
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The Phoenix Settlement 

During 1903 a small group of people began to form around Gandhi, people who 

were to eventually assist him with his plan to establish a co-operative 

community. He had not been particularly satisfied with an earlier attempt in 

Durban to live communally with a number of his English and Indian 

acquaintances, but the experience had notquenched hisdesireto continue 

experimenting along these lines. At a time when his law practice was 

flourishing in Johannesburg he forged severallasting friendships with Europeans 

who shared many of his ideals, and particularly his passion for vegetarianism. 

He joined a group of Christians and Theosophists called the Seekers' Club, with 

whom he frequently read the Bhagwad Gita. Unlike the Durban Christians he 

had met earlier, the group had no desire to convertGandhi to anything. They 

valued his contribution to their discussions as a Hindu. Indeed he criticised 

members of the group when their conduct failed to correspond with the 

Theosophical ideal of brotherhood. 

Gandhi's awareness of the difficulties associated with an attempt to live 

according to high spiritual ideals led him into a period of introspection. He 

began memorising the Gita in order to assimilate its teachings, but his public 

activities interrupted his study. Nonetheless, it became for him a "dictionary of 

conduct" to which he referred daily for solace and guidance. Concepts such as 

"non-possession" arid "equality" captured his imagination. But with an 

understanding of these ideas came the realisation that a marked change in his 

attitudes and the circumstances of his life was necessary if he was to have an 

opportunity to realise these ideals. In pursuit of a radical change, he allowed 

his life insurance policy to lapse and notified his brother that in future all of his 

resources "would be utilised for the benefit of the community".13 

The example of the Trappists reaffirmed for Gandhi the need of promoting 

vegetarianism as a basis for improving the quality of living. He made it a 

political catchword and tried to alert all communities in South Africa to the 

dangers inherent in flesh- eating. The commercial farming of fruit and 

vegetables was largely controlled by Indians, mainly vegetarians, who wanted 
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to ensure a regular supply. Gandhi argued that wholesale adoption of 

vegetarianism would lead to the decentralisation of society because many more 

farmers would be required. He claimed that the problem of overcrowding in the 

cities would be solved and a much larger population could easily be supported. 

In the account of his visit to the Trappist monastery at Mariann Hill he wrote: 

The whole of the Republic, although the soil is very fruitful, remains a desert of 

dust. And if the gold mines could not be worked fromany cause, thousands of 

men would be thrown out of employment and literally starved to death. Is 

there not here a great lesson to be learnt? The flesh-eating habits have really 

tended to retard theprogress of the community and, indirectly, to create 

division among the two great communities which ought to be united and work 

hand in hand.14 

Though South Africa was particularly suitable for the practice of vegetarianism 

Gandhi's propaganda had little impact. White South Africans were generally 

sceptical of his claims. The whites had little interest in this type ofagriculture, 

but they resented the success of the Indians. Undeterred, Gandhi called on 

interested people to start the "patriotic" work of spreading the "gospel" of 

vegetarianism, and establishing fruit and vegetable farms wherever it was 

economically viable. He insisted that good ethics be linked to good economics, 

and that farms begun along these lines become "real centres of 

vegetarianism".15 Many years of struggle ensued before Gandhi had an 

opportunity to set up his own settlement, farm and newspaper, but he never 

forgot the example of Mariann Hill. 

In 1903 Gandhi began Indian Opinion as a means to serve and consolidate the 

Indian community. The succession of meetings and events which culminated in 

the founding of the Phoenix Settlement began when Madanjit Vyavaharik  

(co-owner of Indian Opinion, with Gandhi) learnt of an outbreak of plague in 

the vicinity ofJohannesburg while canvassing subscribers and collecting sub-

scriptions. On two earlier occasions, once in India and again in Durban, Gandhi 

had revealed his highly developed sense of social responsibility by undertaking 
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sanitary work when plague was feared. Similarly, he and his co-workers plunged 

into aiding the sick during the Johannesburg outbreak. 

Gandhi addressed a scathing letter to the press accusing the Municipality of 

Johannesburg of negligence and responsibility for the outbreak. The letter, as 

he recalled later in his autobiography, attracted the attention of three men 

whose friendship he came to value most highly: Henry Polak, Rev. Joseph Doke 

and Albert West. West, whom Gandhi had been regularly meeting at his 

favourite vegetarian restaurant, became alarmed upon reading the letter. He 

promptly offered to help in nursing the patients, but instead Gandhi convinced 

him to take charge of the Indian Opinion press at Durban.16 

Shortly after establishing himself in Durban, West informed Gandhi of the 

precarious financial position of the journal. The news disturbed Gandhi but 

brought his ideas concerning communal living sharply into focus. The night he 

left Johannesburg to investigate the problem in Durban he was given Ruskin's 

Unto This Last at the station by Henry Polak, another friend he had met at the 

same vegetarian restaurant and who also expressed an interest in his work after 

reading the hostile letter to the press. The dramatic effect Ruskin's book had on 

Gandhi has been referred to earlier. He determined that "the logical 

consequence of Unto This Last could only be a kind of agrarian communism".17 

Onarrival in Durban he proposed that Indian Opinion be run on a cooperative 

basis, and that a farm should be purchased to house the press and its staff, 

each of whom would be given a plot of land on which to live. The workers 

would receive an advance payment each month and the remainder of the total 

profits divided amongst them at the end of each year. The workers were also to 

be given the option of purchasing their plot of land from the cooperative at the 

actual cost price.18 

Gandhi appealed to the workers to join him in "a novel and revolutionary 

project", which would sharply reduce the cost of publishing Indian Opinion and 

greatly improve the quality of their lives. "Living under such conditions," said 

Gandhi, "and amid the beautiful surroundings which have given Natal the name 

of theGarden Colony, the workers could live a simpler and more natural life, 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 51 

and the ideas of Ruskin and Tolstoy be combined with strict business 

principles." In an atmosphere of mutual tolerance, dedication and "brotherly 

combination between the Europeans and the Indian workers" he foresaw the 

two racial groups having an educative influence on each other. With the 

possibility of daily working hours being reduced each worker would have the 

opportunity of becoming his own agriculturist and enjoying the attendant 

advantages: 

The English workers could belie the taunt that the Englishman in South Africa 

would not cultivate the soil and work with his own hands. He had here all the 

facilities for such work, without any of the drawbacks. The Indian worker could 

copy his European brothers, and learn the dignity and utility of healthy 

recreation as distinguished from constant, slaving toil for miserable gains.19 

While West waskeen to participate in Gandhi's idealistic scheme (though he 

claims a certain amount of wishful thinking encouraged him), the majority of 

the press workers were unimpressed with the plan. The co-owner, Vyavaharik, 

was openly hostile to the proposal. He considered it foolish and warned that 

Indian Opinion would collapse if Gandhi persisted. He did not wait to see the 

outcome, but relinquished his share of the press to Gandhi as repayment of a 

financial debt and returned to India. West recalls that "a good many otherwise 

friendly Indians strongly disapproved of the scheme and were not at all 

helpful".20 

However, they persisted. One hundred acres were purchased in the picturesque 

valley of the Piezang river, situated two and a half miles from Phoenix station 

and fourteen miles from Durban, on the North Coastline to Zulu land. The initial 

investment wasone thousand pounds sterling but by the time the settlement 

was established it had cost Gandhi five thousand pounds. 

Gandhi's decision to retain the name of Phoenix for the settlement reflected 

the experimental nature of his community work. In reply to a suggestion that 

the name of the settlement be changed to mirror its Indian orientation and 

Gandhi's involvement in the work, he indicated his firm belief in the 

universality of the community experiment at Phoenix. 
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"I wish that my name is forgotten, and only my work endures. The work will 

endure only if the name is forgotten ....The word math or ashram has a 

particularly Hindu connotation and therefore may not be used. "Phoenix" is a 

very good word which has come to us without any effort on our part. Being an 

English word, it serves to pay homage to the land in which we live. Moreover, it 

is neutral. Its significance, as the legend goes, is that the bird Phoenix comes 

back to life again and again from itsown ashes, i.e., it never dies. The name 

Phoenix....serves the purpose quite well for we believe that the aims of 

Phoenix will not vanish even when we are turned to dust.... At present our 

whole structure and behaviour are those of the bird Phoenix."21 

The idea of farming in an isolated area, attending to the press work in their 

spare time, and all for the small sum of three pounds permonth, was not a 

particularly attractive proposition for those in search of a comfortable living. 

West observed that the scheme might never have started if practical matters 

such as trade union rules and minimum wages had been duly considered. 22 Yet 

immediate obstacles were overcome, and in response to Gandhi's enthusiasm 

the nucleus of a small community began to take shape, including West, the 

machinist, Govindaswami and Gandhi's cousin, Chhaganlal. Gandhi tried to 

persuade a number of relations and friends who had come from India to join 

the community, but with little success. With the exception of Maganlal Gandhi 

(Chhaganlal's brother) those who agreed initially soon returned to a life of 

business and comfort. Maganlal was to play an important role in the future 

development of Gandhi's constructive work. "Maganlal Gandhi left his business 

for good to cast in his lot with me, and by ability, sacrifice and devotion stands 

foremost among my original co-workers in my ethical experiments", wrote 

Gandhi. "As a self-taught handicraftsman his place among them is unique."23 

During October and November 1904 the transfer from Durban to Phoenix took 

place. Work on the construction of a shed for the press began when a wealthy 

philanthropist, Parsee Rustomjee, donated corrugated iron sheets and other 

building materials. With the aid of some Indian carpenters and masons, who 

had worked with Gandhi during the Boer War, the press shed was erected 
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within a month. Living and working conditions were verydifficult. "The place, 

uninhabited and thickly overgrown with grass, was infested with snakes and 

obviously dangerous to live in."24 All the workers camped out in tents. Though 

preoccupied with his legal practice in Johannesburg Gandhi stayed and worked 

with them whenever possible. One of his early suggestions was that mud huts 

with thatched roofs would be suitable for the settlement, but not surprisingly 

his colleagues were unenthusiastic and vetoed the idea. No one could match his 

fervour in such matters. "His bent was naturally towards the ascetic and not 

towards the aesthetic," recalled Millie Polak, "and it must be admitted that this 

tendency and his constant practice of the hard and simple life stood him in 

good stead when he had to endure the discomfort and privation of prison life. 

He could abjure his followers so to live in times of peace that they might be 

able to endure hardship in times of struggle."25 

Issuing the first number of Indian Opinion from Phoenix proved to be one of the 

earliest tests of endurance Gandhi and his coworkers faced. A major problem 

was to remove the printing plant, with its heavy machinery and type, from 

Durban to Phoenix. The road was rough, and three rivers, over which there 

were no bridges, had to be negotiated. In true pioneering spirit, using four 

large farm wagons, with spans of sixteen bullocks each, the task was managed 

in a day. In keeping with his "new-found gospel of handicraft and manual 

labour" Gandhi had hoped to work the press with hand-power, but West, with 

his experience of heavy machinery, insisted on the necessity of a power source. 

For this purpose an oil-engine was installed, but asan alternative arrangement 

if it should fail West designed a hand machine with a driving wheel on a strong 

wooden frame. By means of a handle four persons could operate the printing 

machine. This contraption (dubbed "The Wheel") soon proved its worth.26 

As a further precaution against power failure they reduced the format of Indian 

Opinion from daily newspaper size to foolscap. Apart from improving the style, 

in case of emergency single pages could be printed on a small treadle machine. 

These were timely precautions. When all was in readiness on the first night of 

production the engine would not start, despite the efforts of West and an 
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engineer. Furthermore, there were too few hands to keep the hand wheel 

operating, an exercise which was heavy work requiring a number of men 

working in relays. West was loathe to wake the carpenters sleeping on the press 

floor, but Gandhi did not hesitate to ask for their assistance. Unhesitatingly 

they agreed, reviving the spirit of the press workers. West sang a hymn and all 

vigorously joined in the work throughout the night. In the morning the engine 

started immediately, to the delight of everyone. For Gandhi the failure of the 

engine had come as a test of their determination to be self-reliant.27 

As a result of his insistence on self-help the paper continued to be published 

regularly in an atmosphere of co-operation. Later the engine was dispensed 

with, and for a time two donkeys were utilised to turn the printing wheel. The 

arrangement did not satisfy Gandhi, and for a few hours on printing day the 

services of four strong Zulu girls were hired. Every able-bodied mantook his 

turn at the handle and the paper continued to be "ground out" in the same 

spirit of that first eventful night.28 When funding from other sources, including 

Gandhi's law practice, dried up towards the end of 1909, he was determined 

that Phoenix would continue to publish at least a one-page issue of Indian 

Opinion and arrange for its distribution. At the same time the domestic 

situation at Phoenix became strained. Children of gaoled satyagrahis had been 

billeted there and the responsibility of caring for them placed additional 

pressure on the settlers. Again Gandhi appealed to his colleagues to treat this 

period of struggle and hardship as an opportunity to test their spiritual mettle 

and devotion to service: 

It is out of our ignorance that we believe we get our bread because of our 

efforts. It is best if one realises that he who has given us teeth will also give us 

food for chewing.... It is the duty of those who have devoted themselves to 

Phoenix to improve the life there and do their best to develop Indian Opinion; 

for through Indian Opinion we have been imparting education and doing public 

good. We need not be disheartened if some of us in Phoenix do not put in their 

best, waste our resources or are quarrelsome. He who knows better should put 

in double the effort to make good the deficiency.29 
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Gandhi's preoccupations with the satyagraha campaign kept him away from the 

settlement more than he wished. On one occasion he was in London trying to 

secure some guaranteed status for Indians as part of the negotiations for the 

unification of South Africa. In his absence the responsibility for rejuvenating 

the beleaguered community fell to Maganlal Gandhi. As an expression of the 

spirit of sacrifice necessary to ensure the survival of the settlement, Gandhi 

asked Maganlal to declare his intention to live and die at Phoenix if necessary 

even though no one else remained. "The others will catch your spirit, provided 

it is born of your steadfast mind and not of arrogance", he wrote to Maganlal. 

"Be quite sure that its echo will definitely be heard."30 It isa measure of the 

settlers' loyalty to Gandhi and their devotion to the Indian cause that Phoenix 

and Indian Opinion survived the crisis. "Though Phoenix was never entirely 

stable," observed Ashe, "it survived as a community and grew more gracious."31 

After the press was set up and functioning smoothly the next priority was to 

provide accommodation for everyone. There was no uniformity of approach to 

the problem. Each settler chose his own plot and with the assistance of the 

obliging carpenters erected a building according to personal requirements. Four 

of the original group, for instance, opted for a flat-roof style of house, which 

enabled them to sleep out on top when the weather was hot. Unfortunately 

these constructions could not withstand heavy rain — water leaked under the 

flat iron sheets and through the wooden ceilings, causing flooding in the rooms 

and considerable inconvenience for the inhabitants. Notwithstanding the 

sometimes difficult living conditions the settlers persevered — "The houses soon 

took on the appearance of a neat little colony". Wild grass was cleared from 

around the houses, gardens planted and an area levelled to make a courtyard.32 

Prabhudas Gandhi (Chhaganlal's son) recalls that his father and uncle (Maganlal) 

were given four acres of land in three different plots. On the largest plot they 

built a large square room and nearby, a small room for a kitchen. The rooms 

had raised wooden floors as a safeguard against damp, rain water and the 

ubiquitous snakes and mice: "The rooms had proper arrangements for the 

draining away of rain water and had wide glass windows so that these huts were 
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as airy and convenient as any well-built houses."33 Gandhi's own dwelling 

quarters consisted of a living-room, two small bedrooms, a tiny kitchen and a 

shower which had been designed so that the occupant pulled a string and got 

sprinkled by a watering-can through a hole in the roof. On theroof of the 

bungalow a simple kind of adjustable windscreen was constructed to shield 

roof-sleepers from the frequently strong winds. This type of experimentation 

with simple technologies enriched life in all Gandhi's communities. Another 

example of the settlers' ingenuity was John Cordes' steam bath. A German who 

had come to Phoenix from Rhodesia where he had lived for some years, Cordes 

had great faith in the healing properties of water. He designed a steam cabinet 

for his place and in conjunction with a cold hip bath and warm towels, 

"treated" anyone who came to him.34 

Over the years the number of settlers swelled gradually. Though Gandhi was 

rarely there, he housed Kasturba, their sons and a nephew, Gokuldas, at 

Phoenix for quite long periods. Soon after the press had been set up Gandhi 

returned to Johannesburg where he informed Polak of all that had occurred 

under the influenceof Ruskin's UntoThis Last. Polak was excited and asked to 

join the scheme. Gandhi agreed with pleasure and Polak, after resigning from 

the Transvaal Critic (of which he had been sub-editor), arrived at Phoenix to 

assist Herbert Kitchen, an English Theosophist who took over the editorship of 

Indian Opinion when Mansukhlal Nazar suddenly died. As he had been 

unimpressed with the Phoenix scheme, Nazar had insisted on maintaining an 

office in Durban and editing the weekly from there. The new arrangement with 

Kitchen and Polak living at the settlement and sharing the editorial duties, was 

more acceptable to everyone. Polak shared West's flat-topped bungalow. The 

pair of bachelors cooked their own food and shared a simple life together. This 

early period in their lifelong friendship did not last long, however, for under 

Gandhi's influence both their living arrangements and bachelor status soon 

changed. Polak clearly revelled in life at Phoenix and was very popular 

theredue to his ease and sociability, but Gandhi needed his services at 

Johannesburg in the law practice. He acquiesced to Gandhi's request, later 

signing articles with a view to qualifying as an attorney.35 
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Ever influencing the lives of his closest associates whether friends or relatives, 

Gandhi persuaded both Polak and West to marry. Polak agreed to marry his 

fiance of several years, Millie Graham, who arrived in South Africa during 

December 1905.On the other hand, West had been considering a visit to his 

home in England. The Zulu "rebellion" (1906) almost disrupted theseplans, but 

Gandhi insisted he should go and return with a wife if possible. "Phoenix was 

the common home' wrote Gandhi, "and as we were all supposed to have become 

farmers, we were not afraid of marriage and its usual consequences."36 West 

returned engaged to an old friend, Ada Pywell, whom he later married at 

Phoenix in June 1908, the ceremony taking place in Cordes' bungalow. A little 

later he was joined by his sister and mother-in-law. The latter was nearly 

eighty and in poor health when she arrived in South Africa, but the subtropical 

climate gave her renewed vigour (she lived to be ninety-five). Mrs. Pywell, or 

"Granny" as she was known to Gandhi and the settlers, helped the women of the 

settlement with their sewing and knitting and her cheerfulness was a constant 

source of inspiration. Ada West gave lessons in music and organ playing to 

students of the nearby Native Institute, and also helped Cordes and Chhaganlal 

Gandhi to manage the press office. 

It seemed as though the Polaks' marriage set a precedent everyone sought to 

follow. Encouraged by Gandhi, the Indian settlers also sent for their families 

from India, and Cordes sent for his small son (Willie), who had been born of a 

negro woman in Rhodesia. "Phoenix thus developed into a little village, half a 

dozen families having come and settled and begun to increase there."37 

During the early South African years Gandhi's ideas concerning celibacy 

(brahmacharya) had not fully matured. He quite probably considered the 

marriage of his bachelor friends would have a settling influence upon them, 

which would in turn stabilise the fledgeling community at Phoenix. In the early 

stages of their marriage the Polaks became members of the Gandhi "joint 

family" in Johannesburg, which frequently consisted not only of blood relatives 

but friends, co-workers, employees and political associates. 
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Gandhi's attempts to orient life in his household towards simplicity and self-

sufficiency had begun in Durban as early as 1897. To reduce expenditure he had 

washed his own clothes and cut his own hair. In the light of Ruskin's teachings 

the Johannesburg household was managed on the same principles guiding the 

Phoenix experiment: manual work, self-help and simple living. A handmill was 

introduced to grind flour for the preparation of unleavened wholemeal bread, 

which Gandhi thought "would ensure more simplicity, health and economy". 

Every morning Gandhi, the Polaks or the children joined in the task of grinding 

the flour. It was never compulsory work for the children, but Gandhi believed it 

provided them with beneficial exercise, and fondly recalled their doing the 

work cheerfully and conscientiously. The children were required to assist the 

employed servant with his work, and everyone attended to cleaning the 

lavatory closet. "The result was that none of my sons developed any aversion 

for scavenger's work," observed Gandhi, "and they naturally got a good 

grounding in general sanitation."38 The boys were also given the responsibility of 

nursing anyone who became ill, though this was rare at Johannesburg. Gandhi 

was convinced that the main aim of education was character-building, and 

nowhere is the tendency to mould the lives of those closest to him more clearly 

expressed than in his determination to educate the children according to his 

own beliefs. Of vital concern both at Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm was the 

education of the settler's children, and for this reason his educational ideas and 

experimentation will be examined more closely later in the chapter. 

In the years preceding the Zulu rebellion Gandhi was anxious to resolve the 

paradoxical character of his life-style. The problem centred on how to 

reconcile the value system embodied in the life of poverty at Phoenix with the 

career of a successful barrister, public activist and spokesman for the Indian 

community. Outwardly he lived the settled life of a benevolent and resourceful 

patriarch, deciding vital questions for his friends and relatives, and generally 

exercising an extraordinary influence on all who knew him. Not only did he 

contribute a large proportion of the material published in Indian Opinion, but 

personally subsidised the weekly from his own substantial earnings (between 

£4,000 and £5,000 per annum). As the "incongruously conducted paper gained in 
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readership and public esteem" his reputation as a dedicated lawyer and 

champion of the oppressed Indian community was greatly enhanced. The circle 

of Westerners under his influence was also widening. Most notable were a 

German Jewish architect, Hermann Kallenbach, and a Baptist minister, Joseph 

Doke, both of whom provided invaluable support to Gandhi during the 

satyagraha struggles in South Africa. Yet, in the midst of all the esteem he 

attracted as a result of his public activities, inwardly his mind seethed with a 

moral dilemma: "Thus, with the laudable object of quickly realising the ideals 

at Phoenix, I seemed to be going deeper and deeper into a contrary current, 

and had not God not willed otherwise, I should have found myself entrapped in 

this net spread in the name of simple life."39 

After the establishment of Phoenix Gandhi became increasingly preoccupied 

with the question of translating the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita into action. 

Intensive study of the Christian gospels and the writings of Maitland and 

Tolstoy, lengthy discussions with his Theosophist and radical Christian friends, 

and a renewed faith in Hinduism, had all coalesced to enhance his 

understanding of the great religious poem. Gandhi expressed a faith in the 

Gita's ideal of non-possession quite early in his career as a public worker. For 

instance, in 1901 he decided not to accept a large number of expensive gifts 

given to him in gratitude for services rendered to clients and the community in 

South Africa. Though he faced staunch opposition from Kasturba, he argued 

that acceptance would compromise the ideal of selfless service.40 During a 

period of spiritual introspection in 1903 an extensive examination of the Gita 

led him to realise that non-possession meant that those seeking salvation 

should become like "trustees" of the community. Though they may control great 

wealth and possessions, ownership must be completely renounced. 

One of Gandhi's biographers has claimed that he ruled Indian Opinion and the 

Phoenix Settlement in an authoritarian fashion; indeed, that he was "like a 

baronial lord" who left no one with "any illusions about who owned the press 

and the farm".41 In the light of Gandhi's beliefs this assertion appears 

untenable. Doubtless he wielded enormous influence over his colleagues by 
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virtue of his charismatic personality and a refined technique of moral 

persuasion. He also expected those who joined him in working for the 

community, to live a life of austerity and manual labour, but the suggestion 

that he flaunted his ownership of everything relating to the Phoenix experiment 

and dominated his co-workers is not borne out by the available evidence. 

Notable features of Gandhi's character were his generosity and kindly 

treatment of people. Moreover, though he strove to cultivate the virtues of 

nonviolence, celibacy and non-possession, the Gita ideal of samabhava 

(equability) came naturally to him.42 His enigmatic ability to transcend the 

narrow confines of social and religious barriers and factional politics appears to 

stem from this aspect of his personality. 

This is not to suggest that Gandhi had no failings, but the writer wishes to 

highlight the inadequacy of certain emotive criticisms introduced into the 

narrative of several of his Western biographers, which appear to stem from 

differing cultural perspectives. Some writers "accuse" him of being domineering 

and insensitive to the needs of his family, and of obstinately refusing to heed 

the advice of his friends.43 He did tend to treat his family as a mere extension 

of his own austere nature. Kasturba and the boys sometimes suffered from his 

refusal to allow them to express their own individuality. The eldest son, 

Harilal, particularly believed that his father's attitudes to life and education 

severely handicapped his own development. The fact remains that repression of 

individuality is fundamental to the Indian joint family system, and the word of 

the family head is law. Perhaps it was unfortunate for his wife and sons that 

Gandhi was such an unusual man, with a penchant for renunciation, spiritual 

striving and community service. Doubtless his inability to distinguish between 

his private and public life caused his family considerable anguish. Yet a case 

could be argued that Gandhi's wife and children did benefit both morally and 

spiritually from his awareness of the emptiness of materialistic values and that 

he acted in his sons' best interests by refusing to educate them under a system 

that would have resulted in their alienation from India's religious and cultural 

traditions and from the bulk of her populace. 
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The other point of concern here is Gandhi's domination of the communities he 

established and the political struggles he inaugurated. Again, certain Western 

writers have referred to his sometimes overpowering self-righteousness and 

unshakable belief in the correctness of his own judgment as essentially 

negative aspects of his character.44 There is evidence to suggest that as a result 

of this tendency the various causes he served devotedly may have been at 

times harmed. However, it is important to realise that a charismatic leader 

attains his authority and consolidates his "legitimacy" by constantly proving his 

personal strength in life. The initiators of "utopian” movements throughout 

history have invariably led their followers by virtue of their superior vision and 

personal example. No doubt there is an inherent weakness in this form of 

authority. The leader is usually deserted, or his ideas routinised, by his 

following as his control over them wanes. 

The problems associated with this style of leadership have been identified by 

Max Weber in his essay, 'The Sociology of Charismatic Authority". He 

distinguishes two aspects of a technique to counter act the harmful effects 

upon a movement which accompany the waning of such a leader's authority. 

Firstly, emphasison rational discipline eradicates personal charisma and 

stratification by status groups. 'Those who obey are not necessarily a 

simultaneously obedient or an especially large mass, nor are they necessarily 

united in a specific locality. What is decisive for discipline," argued Weber, "is 

that the obedience of a plurality of men is rationally uniform."45 Much of the 

stress Gandhi laid upon self-renunciation and purity of service was perhaps in 

recognition of the effectiveness of rational discipline. However, it is true that 

he placed less emphasis on this question in South Africa than later in India, 

where he was concerned that his followers cultivate rational discipline in their 

lives. 

The second aspect of the technique identified by Weber is that the cultivation 

of self-discipline in those devoted to a charismatic leader can be utilised to 

shift that devotion to a common cause or "rationally intended success".46 

Gandhi's supporters in South Africa were asked to discipline themselves by 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 62 

adhering to the principles of truth and non-violence in all their dealings with 

one another and in the successive struggles with the government. Though the 

rallying point of these struggles was the immediate problems confronting the 

Indian community, Gandhi encouraged his followers to regard their experience 

as preparation for the greater struggle that lay ahead in India. The common 

focus of all his activities in South Africa, whether it be the operation of Indian 

Opinion, the Phoenix Settlement and Tolstoy Farm, or the satyagraha 

campaigns, was to refine a technique of action to alleviate the plight of India's 

poor. In the context of his ultimate objective Gandhi wrote in 1908: 

There is an obvious reason why the first duty of the whites and of the Indians 

living in Phoenix is to serve the Indian community. Indians must, of course, 

serve India. If instead of doing that anyone were to claim that he was 

dedicated to the service of mankind as a whole, it would be nothing more than 

a pretence.... The whites who have joined us were formerlyengaged in their 

own avocations. There was no need for them to offer their services to the 

white community. Wishing torenounce their selfish pursuits and devote 

themselves to the service of others they decided to join the journal.... Those 

who have chosen to settle in Phoenix wish to educate themselves and to extend 

the benefits of their education to the entire Indian people.47 

Gandhi's asceticism and charismatic authority were thus integral to his 

envisaged plan to improve the quality of life of his countrymen. He sought to 

realise the Absolute through service, and all other concerns, family or 

otherwise, were subordinated to that ultimate goal. 

However, prior to 1906 he was concerned that his life-style was not sufficiently 

in accord with his ideals. The role of urbane barrister and householder had 

become incompatible with his desire to exercise restraint and self-control in all 

matters. He recognised that absolute dedication to service would require the 

harnessing of all his energies and that furthermore, his coworkers would have 

to exercise similar restraint. "In order to do justice to their mission," wrote 

Weber, "the holders of charisma, the master as well as his disciples and 
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followers, must stand outside of routine occupations, as well as outside the 

routine obligations of family life.'"18 

In pursuance of the Gita ideal of renouncing "objects of the sense" Gandhi had 

since 1900 pondered the virtues of brahmacharya ( celibacy), and began a 

succession of haphazard experiments in this regard.49 He was impressed with 

the Indian proverb that "as a man eats, so shall he become". He decided to 

abstain from many types of food, at times living on fruits and nuts alone. Not 

unlike the early hermetic Christians, he included fasting as a vital element of 

his ascetic regimen. In his view, however, to realise the Gita ideal, mere 

abstention was not enough. It was necessary to negate the craving for 

sustenance altogether. His efforts to subject the body to the discipline of the 

mind left him close to death on occasion, but he was undeterred: 

For the seeker who would live in fear of God and who would see Him face to 

face, restraint in diet both as to quantity and quality is as essential as restraint 

in thought and speech.50 

When he did fall ill his dislike for medicines and love of simplicity spurred him 

to seek alternative treatments. His predilection for tending the sick and serving 

his fellow-man quickened his desire to experiment with simple nature cure 

remedies that would be accessible to the poorest man. Beginning with himself 

and his family, he also encouraged the settlers to join him in these self-

disciplining experiments and nature cure therapies.51 Yet, despite these 

measures to reconcile his ascetic ideals with his life as a public activist, Gandhi 

remained dissatisfied. 

1906 marked the turning-point in Gandhi's struggle to resolve the dilemma. 

Early in that year the killing of a tax collector by a Zulu chieftain (Zululand had 

been annexed by the British in 1887) had sparked off a succession of violent 

disturbances. The Natal government mounted a punitive campaign to suppress 

what it termed the Zulu "rebellion". Still believing in the "benevolence" of the 

British empire, Gandhi volunteered to form an Indian Ambulance Corps, just as 

he had done during the Boer War. The brutalities and sufferings he witnessed 

during the campaign of suppression greatly distressed him. Sympathising with 
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the plight of the Zulus he resolved to devote all his energies to serving 

humanity. At the same time he decided that he could no longer allow the 

responsibilities and pleasures of family life to sway his resolve: "In a word, I 

could not live both after the flesh and the spirit. On the present occasion, for 

instance, I should not have been able to throw myself into the fray, had my 

wife been expecting a baby. Without the observance of brahmacharya service 

of the family would be inconsistent with service of the community. With 

brahmacharya they would be perfectly consistent."52 

On his return to Phoenix — Kasturba and the boys lived there for the duration of 

the "rebellion", the Johannesburg household having been broken up — he 

informed Chhaganlal, Maganlal, West and other settlers of his intentionto take 

afinalvowto observe brahmacharya for life. His reasoning appealed to them, 

and though they alerted him to the difficulties of the task, several agreed to 

observe the vow. As usual Kasturba was not consulted, but she complied with 

his decision without argument. Though initially she may have been sceptical of 

her husband's motivations, it certainly improved relations between them. No 

longer so domineering towards her, Gandhi welcomed a new - found 

independence of thought and action and began to value her support and 

loyalty. 

Gandhi's motives for taking the vow were complex. His intolerant and ill-

informed views regarding sexual relationships and his insistence on the 'evil' 

nature of all sexual responses have been extensively "analysed" by Western 

writers, most particularly by Erikson. It is difficult to gauge to what extent 

Gandhi's long struggle to repress his sexuality stemmed from childhood 

experiences such as his early marriage to Kasturba or the traumatic guilt 

associated with being absent from his father's deathbed. Perhaps it is suffice to 

recognise here that self-denial of ordinary pleasures is fundamental to the 

ascetic mentality as it is expressed in many religious traditions.53 

The Hindu idea of seeking God by cultivating the virtues of equability and 

desirelessness particularly appealed to him. However, it is unusual for a 

married man to take the vow at the early age at which Gandhi adopted it. He 
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was thirty-seven. His determination to mortify the flesh and the passions, and 

his belief that dietetic control and fasting are linked to sexual continence, was 

reminiscent of certain Indian yogic practices and the eremitical practices of 

early forms of Christian monasticism. In the case of these traditions, however, 

the privations experienced as a result of extreme forms of abstinence are 

usually also associated with social renunciation. Yet, the effect of the vow on 

Gandhi was to heighten his social consciousness in preparation for the struggles 

that lay ahead. He experienced a spiritual cleansing which broke with the past 

and became the mainspring for his belief that strict abstinence was an essential 

discipline for those prepared to sacrifice themselves to the cause of truth and 

non-violence. In addition to these reasons, another incentive to take the vow 

was Kasturba's poor health. She had almost died earlier from internal 

haemorrhage, and although she had undergone a gynaecological operation, 

performed without anaesthetic because she was too emaciated, she 

nevertheless remained anaemic. It was feared that another pregnancy would 

endanger her life. 

The early hopes that Phoenix would develop into a health, agricultural and 

educational centre par excellence were thwarted by a number of factors. 

Among these were the demands of running the paper, the severe disruptions 

caused by the political struggle, during which many settlers served terms of 

imprisonment, and ultimately the departure of Gandhi from South Africa in 

1914. Initially everyone had been optimistic that the income derived from 

Indian Opinion and the produce of the farm would not only be sufficient to 

support the community but would enable each settler to realise substantial 

savings, since the profits accruing from the enterprise were to be divided 

equally. Those who joined the scheme with this intention were soon faced with 

the harsh realities of Gandhi's concern that service to the Indian community 

would be the principal aim of the experiment. The salaries of those connected 

to the journal were fixed according to their needs, which varied, depending on 

the size of the worker's family and such things as the amount of extra 

expenditure incurred travelling about the country in the interests of the 
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journal. Gandhi insisted that any extra income earned from the journal or from 

donations would be spent on public work. 

In 1912 the ownership of Phoenix and Indian Opinion was passed from Gandhi to 

a board of trustees, and the management objectives of the settlement were 

precisely laid down. It was decided to discontinue job-work and publishing 

advertisements, as it was felt these practices were inconsistent with 

thecharitable objectives of Phoenix.54 

The time available for the settlers to earn a living from the land was also much 

reduced. In practice the normal working hours of the majority were devoted to 

press work. The problem was compounded for those settlers who spent lengthy 

periods in prison during the satyagraha campaigns. Nevertheless, their gardens 

were attended to in spare time, which eventually enabled the settlement to be 

self-sufficient in fruit and vegetables. Though the settlers advised and assisted 

one another the agricultural experiment remained uneconomical due to a lack 

of co-ordinated joint farming. Each settler cultivated a separate plot, growing 

the crops thoughtto be most suitable. Their energies were also diverted into 

unremunerative work such as the maintenance and extension of houses, and 

the building of a library and school. Though a builder was contracted to do the 

brickwork for the school and library, all the timber construction was done by 

the settlers, including a very high roof. "We did not mind doing the work — it 

was a pleasure," recalls West, "but while we did carpentry, we were not 

cultivating the soil.55 

Another problem which dampened the spirits of the novice farmers was the 

high incidence of damage to crops by roaming mules and donkeys. Due to the 

variable nature of the settlers' incomes the destruction was all the more 

disheartening. For many years the land remained without proper fencing, but 

eventually this was resolved by planting protective hedges. Referring to all the 

unforeseen problems that arose in the course of life at Phoenix, Millie Polak has 

written: 

The ideals and theories that had sounded sorightand reasonable in the study, or 

read so well in books, had a chance of being put to the test at Phoenix, and, as 
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might be expected, were often found impracticable when applied to the hard 

facts of life.56 

Drinking water shortage, "primitive" sanitary arrangements, fear of snakes and 

spiders, and dislike of the very simple food and accommodation provided at 

Phoenix, all played heavily on Millie Polak's mind. She often remonstrated with 

Gandhi over the imposition of what she believed were unnecessary austerities 

at Phoenix, and was very relieved when her husband shifted back to 

Johannesburg. After Kitchen's retirement and departure from Phoenix Polak 

took over as editor of Indian Opinion, the Rev. Joseph Doke deputising during 

his absences. Due to his wife's dislike of life at the settlement they continued 

to share Gandhi's small and sparsely furnished house in Johannesburg (which 

had replaced the large house given up at the time of the "rebellion"), visiting 

Phoenix several days a week to complete the editorial work. Mrs. Polak was 

content with this arrangement. She and Gandhi continued their spirited 

discussions on wide-ranging issues such as the role of women in society and 

celibacy in marriage, the upbringing of children, diet and the non-killing of 

poisonous animals.57 

On the whole, however, the majority of settlers were not so disillusioned with 

life at Phoenix as Mrs. Polak. Friendly relations were enjoyed with the Zulus 

inhabiting the surrounding hills, who would often call on their way to and from 

the railway station and sparsely stocked general store (situated close to the 

station) for a drink of water or to purchase fruit from the settlers. The wife of 

a Negro squatter living nearby across the river assisted the women with washing 

and cleaning, and a short distance from Phoenix lived an Indian woman who 

acted as midwife when thewives of Indian settlers gave birth. West recounts 

that for the birth of his two children he cycled the fifteen miles to Durban to 

call an Indian doctor. He and his mother-in-law acted as nurses on both 

occasions.58 

Life at Phoenix was always much enriched when Gandhi was able to spare time 

away from his legal and political activities to be there. His good humour, love 

of simplicity, capacity for self- sacrifice and preparedness to serve anyone 
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requiring guidance or assistance, on many occasions inspired men, women and 

children of otherwise average ability and with no special talents to rise above 

their "normal mental and moral stature to heights of great sacrifice and 

bravery".59 Whilst at the settlement Gandhi was continuously active, meeting 

with the regular stream of visitors to his house or delighting in the performance 

of simple acts of service, such as cooking meals, doing domestic work, cutting 

hair, nursing the sick and attending to the needs, whether serious or trivial, of 

the community children. 

Though the school building would have been a suitable meeting-place for the 

community, Gandhi's large living room remained the centre for social activities. 

It was the hub of religious life at Phoenix. Evening prayer meetings were held 

there and every Sunday the community always joined together for what West 

termed "a united spiritual exercise." Jews, Hindus, Muslims, Parsees and 

Christians all participated in the "service", which was a blend of religious 

teachings and spiritual songs from the East and the West. As no particular 

religion was given a superior position, the service each Sunday reaffirmed the 

universal bonds of love and truth upon which the community had been founded. 

Passages from the Bhagavad Gita and the New Testament were read, English 

hymns were sung, and Gujarati Bhajans (sacred songs) would be chanted by 

those who knew the language. A small hymn-book, printed and bound at the 

Phoenix Press, and containing eighteen hymns from many sources, had been 

specially arranged for the "universal service".60 

Perhaps the "finest moment" of Phoenix came in 1913, when the settlers 

became the mainstay of the third and final satyagraha campaign. The 

experience confirmed the truth of Gandhi's claim that life at Phoenix was 

essentially geared to prepare families for the rigours of satyagraha. At the 

conclusion of the second campaign discipline at Phoenix became extremely 

severe, andan understanding was reached with all eligible male pupils and their 

parents that those who chose to remain at the settlement must be prepared to 

join the struggle. 
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When the agitation began over the government's action in passing a law ruling 

all marriages not celebrated according to Christian rites invalid, only one family 

held aloof. The activities of the Phoenix satyagrahis became the focal point of 

the struggle. Since it was illegal for Indians to cross from Natal into the 

Transvaal Gandhi sent a group of sixteen settlers — twelve men and four 

women, including Kasturba — ostensibly to make their way to Tolstoy Farm 

(which was in the Transvaal), but in reality to court arrest at the border. With 

their arrest the struggle was vigorously renewed. Hundreds of volunteers 

suffered imprisonment, and when the indentured labourers on the sugar estates 

in Natal decided to strike in sympathy with the satyagrahis, approximately two 

thousand marched to Phoenix squatting on the ground near the press. This 

posed a formidable problem for those who remained behind at Phoenix to 

manage the affairs of the press and community, includinga number of 

boysunder sixteen years of age. 

Despite the ever-present danger of raids by the police, the settlers worked day 

and night to provide welfare and distribute the food sent from Durban for the 

striking labourers by the Indian Association. To strengthen discipline among 

themselves the Phoenix workers decided to observe strict vows until such time 

as their friends and elders were released. They served the labourers and the 

families of the satyagrahis without distinction, cooked meals, washed clothes, 

minded the younger children, and scavenged for all. In reference to their 

contribution to the satyagraha struggle Gandhi wrote in the Golden Number of 

Indian Opinion published in 1914: 

Although they and the others who managed the affairs of Phoenix stayed out of 

prison, they did better work than those who went to gaol.... The Indian 

community can never truly measure the services that the Phoenix workers 

rendered to it at that time.61 

The passing of the Indian Relief Bill by the Union Parliament in June 1913 

marked the end of the eight-year-old satyagraha struggle. A little over one year 

later Gandhi and Kasturbadeparted from South Africa for the last time. The 

Phoenix settlers had been forewarned of this eventuality as early as in 1912 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 70 

during the visit of Gokhale, the renowned Indian philanthropist and public 

activist. He had confided in West his hope of convincing Gandhi to return to 

India as soon as a settlement of the Indian question in South Africa could be 

reached. He foresaw Gandhi playing an active role in the national 

Independence movement. In a farewell speech to indentured Indians at 

Verulam in Natal, Gandhi assured the meeting that his departure did not mean 

assistance would no longer be available at Phoenix for those in need. He 

advised them that Chhaganlal Gandhi and West would continue to render 

assistance to anyone free of charge. "If Phoenix ever failed them and wanted a 

farthing from them" said Gandhi, "then they should shun Phoenix."62 

West recalled that Gandhi's departure came as a serious blow to the aspirations 

of those who remained behind at Phoenix. Several of the settlers and Gandhi's 

sons sailed direct to India where they were accommodated in Rabindranath 

Tagore’s Shantiniketan ashram and were later joined by- Gandhi and Kasturba 

during 1915. For three years following the "exodus" of Gandhi and his family 

from Phoenix West and several other settlers continued to publish Indian 

Opinion on the terms set down in the Phoenix Trust Deed of 1912. They acted 

as advisersin matters arising out of the Relief Act, and struggled to maintain 

the agricultural experiment. 

In time it was decided that an attempt to make Phoenix totally self-supporting 

was necessary as financial help could no longer be accepted from the Passive 

Resistance Fund. Working day and night for months West and Ragoo Govindoo 

(known as "Sam" by the settlers) ploughed extra land and planted crops of corn 

and fruit, attending to the press work for four hours each afternoon. Droughts 

and floods wreaked havoc on their efforts, destroying crops and rendered the 

land unworkable for long periods. When acres of bananas and citrus fruits failed 

it was realised that the soil was infertile; only pineapples flourished in the 

stony ground. Through correspondence Gandhi confirmed the settlers' opinion 

that agriculture was unlikely to become economically viable. "If we could adopt 

the standard of living of a Negro or Indian agriculturalist, live in a hut, and 

leaving the world aside, and the education of our children, scrape a few 
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handfuls of food from theground, it might be possible, but we could not bring 

ourselves to do it", observed West.63 

It was also decided that the principle of refusing advertisements in Indian 

Opinion and printing of jobs as a source of income should still be adhered to. In 

a letter to West during 1917 Gandhi expressed his thoughts concerning the 

future of Phoenix: "My view is that if you can turn out Indian Opinion only by 

removing to town, you should suspend publication. I do not like the idea of your 

competing for jobs or ads. I think that when that time comes we shall have 

outlived our purpose. I would rather that you sold out Phoenix and you and Sam 

were engaged in some other independent work. If you can make of Phoenix 

something without the paper I should like the idea. But if you cannot even eke 

out a living from agriculture at Phoenix, Phoenix should be sold." 

Gandhi was now deeply involved in the Indian Independence Movement, and his 

thoughts concerning the future of Indian Opinion and Phoenix reflect a 

hardening of his nationalistic attitudes. In reply to Gandhi's letter West 

expressed disappointment at the change he detected in Gandhi's approach to 

the South African situation. West recalled that his own outstanding ideal was to 

serve as a link between the Indian people and the European. That was the 

kernel of my ideal. Throughout the various changes at Phoenix I have never lost 

sight of it. All such questions as food reform, living by means of agriculture etc. 

were a part of the scheme of bringing the two sections together. But in all our 

understanding we agreed that Indian Opinion was to be the real agent by which 

the ideal was to be spread abroad and it was always recognised that the paper 

was indispensable and especially the English columns. When you say, therefore, 

that you would like the idea of our making something of Phoenix without Indian 

Opinion I think you have waived an important principle, the chief motive for my 

connection. Your suggestion that only Gujarati could be published in case Mr. 

Sam and I left, seems to be born of your newer ideals developed in India. To 

think that such a paper would fulfil the purpose for which we have worked so 

long is to my mind an entirely mistaken idea.64 
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In lieu of this West and Govindoo felt they were left with little alternative but 

to retire from Phoenix and earn a living in Durban. Gandhi agreed to lend them 

the jobbing plant and paper stacks for this purpose. They discussed the 

proposition of working in Durban and helping to manage Indian Opinion from 

there with Manilal Gandhi who had been sent from India some months earlier. 

He was not enamoured of their ideas, but accepted the position. West offered 

to continue editing the paper from Durban, informing Manilal he could qualify 

for the managership within six months. The arrangement was acceptable to 

both parties for many months, but when Manilal rejected an editorial article 

from West, he discontinued his editorship. As soon as Govindoo and West began 

to make a success of their business they returned the jobbing plant to 

Phoenix.65 

The press was now fully controlled by Manilal, but he soon realised that without 

the financial backing Indian Opinion had received from its inception it would 

have to be closed down. He informed Gandhi that the paper would have either 

to accept advertisements and do job printing or receive funding from other 

sources. Gandhi's response was similar to the answer he had given West. He 

replied that he had not sent Manilal there to conduct a business but to render 

public service. In his view Indian Opinion had served its purpose. It had brought 

into being several Indian newspapers, which all served the public in some way. 

He advised that the paper should cease publication and the Phoenix land be 

parcelled out.66 

Manilal did not heed his father. He began to do job printing and accept 

advertisements, continuing to publish the paper until his death in 1956. His 

wife, Sushila, carried on editing Indian Opinion until 1961 when failing health 

and a lack of funds forced her to cease publication. It is possible that Gandhi 

relented on the question of closing the paper because spokesmen of the Indian 

community in South Africa, aware of its value as an effective mouthpiece of 

world renown, argued for its continuation. Whatever the case, the services it 

provided after the departure of Gandhi from South Africa are perhaps best 

summed up in the editorial of the final issue on 4 August 1961: 
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Not only did the journal seek to secure to the Indian people political and 

economic rights due to them as a tax-paying part of the population, but it also 

sought to chart out a new way oflife based on what had become a passion with 

Gandhiji - Truth... In recent years the journal has tried to present to the 

people of emergent Africa the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi. It has put forward 

the case for satyagraha as a weapon which the people of Africa can use in their 

struggle. In addition it has tried to attend to the immediate affairs of the 

Indian people themselves thus serving both a broad and a narrow horizon ... 

and while there is a sense of grief that something which has served for 58 years 

should come to an end there is at all times the challenge of the following from 

the Bhagavad Gita : "For to the one that is born death is certain and certain is 

birth for the one that has died. Therefore, for what is unavoidable, thou shalt 

not grieve."67 

Life for the Gandhis who remained in South Africa was never one of ease or 

comfort. Sushila Gandhi was born into a wealthy family of strict orthodox 

Hindus who became devout followers of Gandhi. She recalls that her family 

home came to reflect the Satyagraha Ashram in Ahmedabad (see Chapter 3). 

Spinning and weaving were household routines and everything worn was made 

from khadi (hand-woven cloth). After her marriage in India to Manilal, whom 

she had never met before their wedding day, the couple returned to Phoenix. 

Sushila helped in the press, setting Gujarati type. In 1930 they were recalled to 

India to assist with the mass civil disobedience movement (the work at Phoenix 

was entrusted to a friend). After a year spent in prison during the satyagraha 

campaign Manilal returned with Sushila to South Africa, where their life's work 

was centred and where all their children (Sita, Ela and Arun) were born. 

For many years Manilal and Sushila were primarily concerned with publishing 

Indian Opinion, but during the early 1950's efforts were made to attract funding 

for a school to provide education for the large numbers of Indian children 

deprived of this opportunity. Manilal wrote to prominent members of the Indian 

community all over South Africa, and followed this up by visiting personally 

many recipients of the letter. 
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To begin with Sushila improvised classes for the children in part of the old 

house once occupied by Gandhi (both the old press building and house were 

torn down during the 1950s because of extensive white ant damage to the 

structures) but within a few months the numbers swelled from five to two 

hundred. However, a favourable response to the request for money led to the 

establishment of a school dedicated to the memory of Kasturba Gandhi. By the 

early 1970's five hundred children, both Indian and African, were being 

educated there. It was later jointly managed by the Department of Indian 

Affairs and the Phoenix Settlement Trust. Arun Gandhi recalls that at one time 

the South African Government threatened to close the school because the area 

was designated as an African area, while the majority of pupils were Indian. 

The authorities may also have been sceptical of the type of education imparted 

at the settlement, perhaps fearing the dissemination of radical ideas regarded 

as dangerous to the "apartheid" regime. Arun, a journalist resident with his 

family in Bombay, was fortunate in meeting an English-speaking South African 

politician on a visit to India and persuading him to take up the cause of 

Phoenix.The authorities subsequently tolerated the activities of the 

settlement.68 

In addition to the child education scheme a small adult education programme 

wasalso begun during the 1950's among the black farm labourers working the 

one hundred acres of farm land owned by the settlement. Initially only five or 

so of the labourers took up the offer extended to them by the Gandhi family, 

but the numbers rapidly swelled until approximately sixty Africans were seeking 

to take advantage of the opportunity. Arun Gandhi recalls that he and his 

sisters were involved in the teaching. When asked whether this was not too 

much responsibility for a fifteen or sixteen-year- old boy, he replied that by 

virtue of the circumstances of the Gandhi family in South Africa responsibility 

devolved upon the children at a young age. Indeed he remembered the 

teaching as an enjoyable experience.69 Programmes of education and 

consciousness-raising among the Indians and Africans continued to develop over 

the years. Summer schools or camps were held every year, where children of all 

races gathered to learn the teachings of Gandhi and to exchange ideas. Writing 
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in 1981, the daughter of Manilal and Sushila, Ela Ramgobin, indicated that due 

to the pressures exerted by the regime in South Africa "the success of these 

programmes cannot be gauged nor details revealed essentially they remain 

confidential".70 A medical care centre was also added to the activities of the 

Phoenix Settlement. Doctors from Durban agreed to participate in the medical 

scheme and rotate their services on a schedule basis. The Centre had a full -

time staff of Africans and Indian nurses who assisted the doctors in the clinic 

and supervised the twelve-bed hospital. 

For many years the affairs of the Phoenix Settlement Trust, including a library 

and museum, were administered by a committee, which included members of 

the Gandhi family. Sushila Gandhi retired after a life of active service to the 

Indian and African communities in South Africa. The hopes and uncertainties of 

the future for Phoenix were summed up by her in an interview published during 

1971: 

The future is uncertain. Unless a miracle happens, I shall be the last Gandhi to 

work here at the Settlement.... You ask whether I would have chosen the "hard 

life" had I known what was in store for me. Oh yes, I most certainly would have. 

It has been a wonderful life. And you know hardships cease to be difficult if 

they are accepted and just lived day by day. I must confess that l do not see 

eye to eye with all the teachings of the Mahatma. But I do believe in the spirit 

of all he did and said. And I have tried to live in this spirit. The Ministry of 

Community Development wishes to use our estate as a buffer between two 

areas of a planned housing scheme—Indians on the one side, Africans on the 

other. I cannot say what will happen. My prayer is that the way will open for us 

in this work. We could pay teachers a little but not very much. I see that as a 

possible future for Phoenix. Who knows, like the mythical bird, this settlement 

may yet rise again to its former life and usefulness. The spirit is still here.71 

Tragically, the Phoenix Settlement was destroyed by fire in the 1980s during a 

period of inter tribal fighting. Whether Phoenix can rise "like the mythical bird" 

from the ashes of South Africa's "apartheid" system will depend on the efforts of 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 76 

the many people dedicated to its reconstruction. 

 

Tolstoy Farm (1910-1913) 

Tolstoy Farm was established as a corollary to the Phoenix Settlement scheme. 

During the second satyagraha campaign against the Asiatic Registration Bill 

(referred to as the "Black Act" by Gandhi and his followers), which was designed 

bothto prevent Indians who had left the Transvaal during the Boer War from 

returning and to prevent any future Indian immigration, the mainstay of the 

resistance movement were poor Indians residing in the Transvaal. The majority 

had to leave their families practically without any means of support during the 

time spent in prison. As a solution to this problem Gandhi saw the need for a 

"sort of co-operative commonwealth" in the Transvaal after the pattern of the 

Phoenix Settlement; a community where satyagrahis and their families would 

work to support themselves, and in the process learn to live a new and simple 

life in harmony with nature and one another. To facilitate the plan Kallenbach 

bought a farm of about eleven hundred acres, twenty-one miles from 

Johannesburg, and offered it to Gandhi and the satyagrahis rent- free on 30 

May 1910, with the proviso that the settlers withdrew on the termination of the 

struggle.72 

Gandhi was not only determined to imbue this experiment with the same 

binding spirit of co-operation that held the settlement at Phoenix together, but 

he also hoped to avoid whatever shortcomings had handicapped the Phoenix 

project. At Tolstoy Farm the emphasis was on communal living in every sense. 

Accommodation was shared, and instead of each settler cultivating a separate 

plot of land, it was decided that the entire acreage would be cultivated jointly 

to ensure more efficient production of larger crops, and to enhance the co-

operative spirit of the exercise. Gandhi viewed the experiment as an excellent 

opportunity to inculcate simple, non-materialistic values within the Indian 

community in South Africa as a whole: "They will have on the farm, a noble life 

in place of the unclean and monotonous ways of town life. Moreover, what they 

will learn on the farm will prove useful for a lifetime. Indeed, we have said in 
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the past that the Indian community would be well rewarded if it were to take 

to agriculture and would be saved the anxieties incidental to business. We have 

to pay a heavy price for not recognising this best of occupations."73 

Tolstoy Farm was so named by Kallenbach himself. He had a great faith in the 

Russian's teachings and for some time had sought to embrace the ideals of 

simplicity, manual labour and self-renunciation in his own life-style. Erikson 

observes that Kallenbach, a German Jew, may have been aware of the Kibbutz 

movement which at that time under Tolstoyan influence, was setting up Jewish 

settlements in Palestine. The main difference of course was that men and 

women were housed separately at Tolstoy Farm.74 

A vital factor in the success of the Jewish Independence movements in 

Palestine was the creation of a dynamic rural economy, based on small 

agricultural settlements, in which members, united together in a spirit of 

religious brotherhood, performed all tasks and exalted the dignity of labour. 

Similarly, in each of the communities Gandhi established, the life-style was 

rural-oriented on a non-exploitative basis and the members were enjoined to 

exemplify the dignity of "bread-labour". He later maintained that if all men 

would only strive for self-sufficiency by the performance of enough physical 

labour to produce their daily needs wants would be minimised and food would 

be simple. Rather than live to eat, the poor of the world would begin to know 

the joy of eating to live. In 1935 he explained that those who took up the 

practice of labouring for bread would "derive the greatest relish from the 

productions of their labour, improve their health and discover that many things 

they took were superfluities".75 

Kallenbach chose a suitable farm for the site of Gandhi's second community. 

The soil was fertile and nearly one thousand fruit trees — including oranges, 

peaches, apricots, figs, almonds and plums—already grew there. This was a 

valuable source of income and food for the satyagrahis when the trees were in 

season. Two wells and a spring ensured a steady supply of water. As the spring 

was five hundred yards from the settler's quarters the water was fetched on 

carrying poles. 
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The question of providing accommodation for the settlers did not present any 

great difficulty. Apart from a small house built by the previous owner, which 

accommodated six persons, all construction was done by the settlers 

themselves. With the assistance of Kallenbach as architect, several Indian 

carpenters who offered their services free of charge, and a number of African 

labourers, two buildings were put up to house the men, women and children. In 

addition a separate house was constructed for Kallenbach, as well as a school 

building and a workshop for carpentry and shoemaking. Stones for the 

foundations were available on the farm but had to be rolled quite a distance to 

the building site. 

The initial work was done by six Indians and Kallenbach, who all lived and ate 

together in the original house. Before long the number of settlers increased 

considerably, including about forty young men, two or three, old men, five 

women, and between twenty to thirty children. After about two months of 

living in tents the motley crowd were all housed in the new structures of 

corrugated iron and wood. Gandhi's high hopes for the experiment were coming 

to fruition. "This is a very important venture," he said, "its roots go deep; it is 

up to the satyagrahis who settle there to make it bear sweet fruit by the way 

they live."76 

As the population of the settlement swelled so too its requirements grew. 

Gandhi called on Indian tradesmen and fruit and vegetable dealers to supply 

goods to the farm free of charge or at reduced prices. He asked the Indian 

community as a whole to support the Tolstoy Farm project in the same 

ennobling spirit of sacrifice displayed by the carpenters. The message was 

clear— support for the farm would ensure that the satyagraha campaign was 

successfully waged and brought to an earlier conclusion. By minimising the 

costs of maintaining the satyagrahis on the farm a core of activists could 

continue for a longer period if necessary. It was a technique Gandhi was to use 

very effectively in the civil disobedience movements in India. He saw that a 

heterogeneous group of people trusting in him and the principles of truth and 

nonviolence, living together, working together, and prepared to sacrifice 
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themselves in the satyagraha struggle symbolised a unity and strength capable 

of rousing people to rebel. 

The satyagrahis at Tolstoy Farm observed a strict daily regimen. No servants 

were employed except for several African labourers who were hired to help 

with building construction, and later occasionally on the farm. From cooking 

and scavenging to teaching the children, all daily tasks were carried out by the 

settlers themselves. Though there were Christians and Muslims amongst the 

satyagrahis, meat was not eaten, partly in deference to Gandhi's strong belief 

in vegetarianism, and partly for reasons of economy and simple organisation. 

The severity of the pattern was reminiscent of ordered life in certain Christian 

monastic orders: 

The time as well as the number of meals was fixed. There was to be one single 

kitchen, and all were to dine in a single row. Everyone was to see to the 

cleaning of his own dish and other things. The common pots were to be cleaned 

by different parties in turn. I must state that satyagrahis lived on Tolstoy Farm 

for a long time, but neither the women nor the men asked, for meat (even the 

children readily accepted this vegetarianism). Drink, smoking, etc. were of 

course totally prohibited.77 

Gandhi and Kallenbach set the example of renunciation and discipline that 

permeated the Tolstoy Farm community. From 1910 to 1913 they carried out 

many dietetic experiments and fasted regularly. Though Hindus normally allow 

themselves milk and fruit when fasting, as this was Gandhi's normal diet, he 

took nothing but water during a fast. His attitudes towards diet, and sex 

hardened: "The concupiscence of the mind cannot be rooted out except by 

intense self-examination, surrender to God and, lastly, grace. But there is an 

intimate connection between the mind and the body, and thecarnal mind 

always lusts for delicacies and luxuries. To obviate this tendency dietetic 

restrictions would appear to be necessary. The carnal mind, instead of 

controlling the senses, becomes their slave, and therefore the body always 

needs clean non-stimulating foods and periodical fasting."78 On occasion he 

fasted as a form of moral penance for what he believed were "transgressions" 
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committed by settlers, whether adults or children.79 Unable to conceive of any 

boundary between public and private morality he tried to expiate the wrong-

doings of others by taking responsibility for their actions upon himself. It bound 

the community and his ever-increasing circle of disciples and supporters more 

closely to him. 

The young people and children at Tolstoy Farm were encouraged to follow one 

another's religious observances. During the Muslim Ramzan fast, for instance, 

they all agreed to join Gandhi in observing the fast. "The result of these 

experiments was that all were convinced of the value of fasting," he observed, 

"and a splendid esprit de corps grew up among them." A large proportion of the 

settlers responded to Gandhi's arguments and began to observe partial or 

complete fasts. Recalling that some of his friends faltered in their experiments, 

Gandhi noted in his autobiography that "fasting is futile unless it is 

accompanied by an incessant longing for self-restraint". The Bhagavad Gita 

remained his constant source of inspiration in matters of bodily discipline: 

For a man who is fasting his senses Outwardly, the sense-objects disappear, 

Leaving the yearning behind; but when 

He has seen the highest, 

Even the yearning disappears.80 

The watchwords of the Tolstoy Farm community were industry, economy and 

self-sufficiency. Unused to the rigoursof rural life, the settlers struggled in 

cold, hot and wet weather conditions to improve their quality of life. As 

Kallenbach knew something of gardening it became obligatory for those not 

engaged in the kitchen, young and old, to devote some' time to this pursuit. Of 

course, the young did the bulk of the work, digging pits, felling timber and 

carrying loads. Ample exercise, nourishing, regular food arid clean air and 

water kept the settlers, and especially the children, in good health. When 

illness did strike neither a doctor was called nor drugsused, but at all times 

Gandhi persevered with nature cure therapies such as earth and water 

treatment, fasting and changes in diet. One of the rules laid down was that 
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anyone who had to conduct business in Johannesburg on behalf of the 

community must travel by third class rail, and to- discourage settlers from 

going to the city unnecessarily it was also stipulated that pleasure-seekers must 

travel there and back on foot. In fact many acquired the habit of walking as a 

result and greatly benefited from theexercise, but most importantly precious 

money was saved by this one rule. Gandhi would often rise at two o'clock in the 

morning, walk the twenty-one miles into Johannesburg, attend to his law 

practice and other concerns, and walk back by evening. To ensure that money 

was not squandered in the city simple provisions were made available to day 

travellers. An iron handmill was purchased to grind wheat for home-baked 

wholemeal bread and groundnuts for butter. Marmalade was made from 

oranges grown on the farm.81 

Gandhi recalled that all the settlers accepted these disciplines cheerfully: "It 

would have been impossible to have a single settler if force had been 

employed. The youngsters thoroughly enjoyed the work on the farm and the 

errands to the city.... No more work was given to them than what they willingly 

and cheerfully rendered, and I never found that the work thus done was 

unsatisfactory either in quantity or quality.'82 Despite the large number of 

settlers, the farm was kept very clean. All rubbish was buried in trenches, all 

waste water collected in buckets and used towater the trees, and all food 

refuse and excreta was covered in earth pits and later utilised as manure. 

These methods were not only hygienic but afforded a rich supply of organic 

fertiliser for the farm. Later, in India, Gandhi launched an extensive 

propaganda programme to teach the villagers the necessity of efficient 

sanitation and hygiene, and ways in which such practices could improve their 

crops. The settlers also made their own furniture, clothes and sandals, 

Kallenbach went to the Trappist monastery near Pinetown to learn sandal-

making. All wore trousers and shirts made out of coarse blue cloth and 

fashioned after a gaol uniform, which were suitable for labouring. The food 

served was simple vegetarian prepared in Indian style and eaten with wooden 

spoons made at the settlement.83 
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In Gandhi's reminiscences of the Tolstoy Farm experiment Kallenbach figures 

prominently. He had lived a life of ease until meeting Gandhi, and some 

Europeans regarded his determination to follow the austere pattern set by his 

Indian friend as foolishness. In fact he was the mainstay of many settlement 

activities such as sandal-making, carpentry, gardening and tending the fruit 

trees. Each morning he would engage settlers to assist him in his task, and due 

to his affable nature everyone enjoyed working with him. After learning that 

certain types of snakes protect field crops from rodents and other vermin 

Kallenbach made an extensive study of snake lore. He taught the settlers to 

distinguish different varieties, and though the farm was infested with snakes 

they avoided killing them unless absolutely necessary. 

Gandhi and Kallenbach had frequent discussions on religion. Both believed in 

theduty of carrying out in practice every principle they were convinced of 

intellectually, and eagerly joined one another in dietetic experiments and 

regular fasting. When Gandhi read that Indian dairymen resorted to cruel 

methods to extract milk from their cows he and Kallenbach gave up cow's milk. 

Though Gandhi was never convinced that a purely fruit diet was best for man, 

he had no doubts as to its religious value. "Medically there may be two opinions 

as to the value of this diet," he writes, "but morally I have no doubt that all 

self-denial is good for the soul."84 Before retiring at nine o'clock every night the 

settlers would join Gandhi in reading from the Bhagavad Gita and other 

religious scriptures, to pray and to sing devotional songs in English, Hindi and 

Gujarati. This daily gathering reunited the community in the same spirit of 

devotion and brotherhood which had marked its inception: "The settlers learned 

to look upon one another as members of the same family; the satyagrahis 

secured a pure place of refuge; little scope was left for dishonesty or 

hypocrisy."85 

The ordered pattern of life at Tolstoy Farm was in many ways a kin to the 

discipline of monastic "rule". However, Gokhale's experience at the settlement 

during his tour of South Africa in 1912 indicates there may have been more 

pride than humility in the asceticism of Gandhi and his followers at times. 
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Gandhi was keen that Gokhale should see the Tolstoy Farm experiment, but 

during his brief visit he became ill. He was forced, to suffer the hardships of 

settlement life whilst in poor health. Yet, he found this more tolerable than the 

excessive attention and concern showered upon him by Gandhi and the 

satyagrahis. It was Gokhale's practice in India never to permit anyone to wait 

upon him except a servant. There were no servants at the settlement but he 

was upset with the settlers' concerned ministrations. He complained: "You all 

seem to think that you have been born to suffer hardships and discomforts, and 

people like myself have been born to be pampered by you. You must suffer 

today the punishment for this extremism of yours. I will not let you even touch 

me. Do you think that you willgoouttoattend to nature's needs and at the same 

time keep a commode for me? I will bear any amount of hardship but I will 

humble your pride.'86 Gokhale bore everything cheerfully, but allowed no one to 

serve him in any way, except to bring food. 

By March 1911 it was apparent that the second satyagraha campaign was almost 

over. There were no plans to continue the settlement after the end of the 

struggle, but Gandhi had no desire to abandon Tolstoy Farm without first 

compensating Kallenbach for the expenditure he incurred in subsidising the 

experiment (he had spent some £600 on buildings alone). He wrote to Maganlal 

Gandhi of his decision to remain at the farm: "My struggle will not be over when 

our satyagraha struggle ends. It is as it should be. That I shall have to stay on at 

Mr. Kallenbach's farm is something not expected. I shall get plenty of 

experience even from that; and who knows, it may be for my good."87 A number 

of settlers remained with Gandhi to work the farm and tend the fruit trees. His 

educational and disciplinary experiments continued unabated. The austerities 

he began to practise at Phoenix had become a way of life at Tolstoy Farm. 

After the Farm was eventually closed in 1913 many of his pupils joined Phoenix 

and played an important role in the final satyagraha struggle: 'The training 

imparted in Tolstoy Farm proved to be of great use in this last fight. The mode 

of life accepted by the satyagrahis on the Farm became an invaluable asset in 

the struggle. It was copied and improved upon in Phoenix."88 In his recollections 
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of this period Gandhi doubted whether the political struggle could have been 

maintained for eight years without the extra funds and moral support the 

Tolstoy Farm experiment attracted. As a symbol of unity, sacrifice and strength 

he believed the experiment had proved invaluable.89 

During a trip to South Africa, in 1968, some friends helped Erikson to find 

Tolstoy Farm. Nobody in the vicinity had heard of Gandhi, and it was only with 

some difficulty that they found the farm, which was at that time occupied by 

an Afrikaner farmer and his family. With regard to Kallenbach, a person of that 

name told Erikson on the telephone that there had once been a "wealthy 

eccentric" in the family.90 The Indian community acquired the original building 

of the farm as a memorial to Gandhi. 

 

The Educational Experiments — A Non-Formal Approach 

Gandhi's educational theory and practice played a most important, but 

controversial role as the integral link between all his manifold concerns. After 

many years of piece meal experimentation his ideas evolved into a coherent 

and consistent philosophy. His primary objective was to develop a practical 

means of providing all Indians with the minimum education necessary to 

understand the complexities of their environment, and to be self-sufficient 

within that environment. 

Gandhi believed that the main aim of education was "character-building" and he 

found in the writings of Tolstoy, Ruskin, Emerson and Thoreau much that 

confirmed his belief. For instance, addressing a gathering on the nature of 

scholarship in 1837, Emerson said: "The one thing in the world of value is the 

active soul. This every man is entitled to; this every man contains within him, 

although in almost all men obstructed, and as yet unborn. The soul active sees 

absolute truth and utters truth.... Of course, he who has putforth his total 

strength in fit actions has the richest return of wisdom.... Character is higher 

than intellect. Thinking is the function. Living is the functionary.... I hear 

therefore with joy whatever is beginning to be said of the dignity and necessity 

of labour to every citizen."91 
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Tolstoy too laid much stress on manual activity as an essential expression of 

religious faith and a sound basis for spiritual development. But the direction 

Gandhi's educational thought would take ultimately is most clearly indicated in 

Ruskin's preface to the first edition of Unto This Last. In its germinal stage 

Gandhi's concept of self-supporting education was indistinguishable from 

Ruskin's suggestion that "any man, or woman or boy, or girl, out of 

employment, should be at once received at the nearest school and set to such 

work as it appeared, on trial, they were fit for, at a fixed rate of wages 

determinable every year." Ruskin also proposed that training schools associated 

with "manufactories and workshops" should be set up for boys.92 Common to 

Gandhi and all these thinkers is the idea that education, to be practical and 

effective, cannot be divorced from manual work. 

Though Gandhi had shown an inclination to teach prior to his life in South 

Africa, it was in his own household in Durban and later in Johannesburg that he 

first began to give practical expression to his views on education. The first 

lessons he taught his children were concerned with voluntary work and the 

dignity of labour rather than literary education. He refused toallow the boys to 

be educated under the prevailing formal educational system, which he argued 

was of little use and did not produce men and women capable of fulfilling their 

duty to society. He always regarded character-building as the principal aim of 

education and the foundation upon which any subsequent learning rested. This 

meant that "under ideal conditions, true education could be imparted only by 

the parents, and that then there should be the minimum of outside help".93 

Gandhi's children did not share his insight into the damage caused by adherence 

to an alien system of education. They resented being deprived of an 

opportunity to receive an English literary education. An Indian friend once 

offered to pay the cost of educating one of Gandhi's sons in England. The offer 

was refused and another boy sent from Phoenix, contracted tuberculosis soon 

after reaching England and was forced to return home. Though Harilal was the 

only son to break away from his father's influence (and probably as a 

consequence suffered from guilt for the remainder of his life) the evidence 
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suggests that all the boys were frustrated and dissatisfied with the education 

they received. Nirmala Gandhi, wife of the third son, Ramdas, in an interview 

with Ved Mehta during the 1970s, said: "Poor Ramdasji, he always blamed Bapu 

for not giving him any formal Western education to speakof—Bapu did not 

believe in it.He thought all types of work, big or small, were equally 

worthwhile. In fact, he thought that running a kitchen was more important than 

teaching at a university, since the universities supported British rule. Poor, 

poor, Ramdasji.... Later on, Bapu sent him back to South Africa, where he 

really belonged."94 In retrospect, it would appear that Gandhi's sons were the 

victims of their father's extraordinary role in contemporary history, rather than 

of his neglect. 

On one occasion, at Phoenix, Harilal complained bitterly to Millie Polak: “My 

father was properly educated; why can't I be?" She sympathised with him, and 

repeated Gandhi's arguments by way of explanation. "That is all very well," 

Harilal replied, "but my father could not do the work he is doing if he had not 

been educated, and I want to be too."95 Both the Polaks remonstrated with 

Gandhi over his apparent failure to give his sons a "proper education", and his 

insistence that whatever instruction they did receive should be in the Gujarati 

medium. In this context Albert West also disagreed with Gandhi's views. Though 

he understood that scholastic education was unnecessary for the formation of 

character, he was confused by Gandhi's determination to have his way on the 

question of his sons' education. 

In 1920 a friend of West, who was also a co-worker with Gandhi during the 

Rowlatt satyagraha (1919), wrote to him from London, criticising Gandhi's 

methods: "He does not seem to me to realise what a very imperfect thing is the 

human nature which is his material for constructing a better scheme of things, 

and to my mind he makes the fatal mistake, which the greatest teachers have 

always avoided, of supposing that everyone is immediately capable of attaining 

the Kingdom of Heaven." West recalls that many of those who worked in close 

association with Gandhi in South Africa at times observed the same thing — 

"And yet we loved him in spite of it, or rather, because of it".96 
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When Gandhi first wrote down his views on education in Hind Swaraj (1909) he 

asked that the pretension of learning many sciences be abandoned and that 

ethical education be given more priority. He also saw dangers to Indian culture 

and society inherent in the use of English as the medium of instruction. The 

thoughts of the renowned educationist and activist, Paulo Friere, are pertinent 

to Gandhi's belief that adherence to the British system of education amounted 

to an acceptance of cultural, in addition to political and economic imperialism: 

Education as the exercise of domination stimulates the credulity of students, 

with the ideological intent (often not perceived by educators) of indoctrinating 

them to adapt to the world of oppression.... Nor may a revolutionary society 

inherit these methods from an oppressing society... one does not liberate men 

by alienating them.97 

To counteract the tendency towards acculturation evident amongst India's 

elites during British rule Gandhi felt that Indians desperately needed a universal 

language with which to identify. "If we can do this we can drive the English 

language out of this field; through our slavery the nation has been enslaved and 

it will be free with our freedom", he wrote.98 Using strong language Gandhi 

later reiterated in his autobiography, his opposition to the use of English: "It 

has always been my conviction that Indian parents who train their children to 

think and talk in English from their infancy betray their children and their 

country. They deprive them of the spiritual and social heritage of the nation, 

and render them to that extent unfit for the service of the country."99 

Gandhi's first experiment with education in a school environment was at 

Phoenix. Several months after the establishment of the settlement Gandhi 

described the scheme to Gokhale and claimed that the community was 

patterned after the Fergusson College in Pune, a charitable institution run by 

the Deccan Education Society. Though it is a moot point to what extent Phoenix 

was fashioned after Fergusson College, Gandhi wanted Gokhale's support for 

Indian Opinion and the settlement. He informed Gokhale enthusiastically of his 

intention to open a boarding school on the grounds of Phoenix, "second to none 
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in South Africa", primarily for Indian children but open to any childable to 

board. To assist his scheme he asked Gokhale to send two or three graduates 

with an aptitude for teaching, "who bear a blameless character and who would 

be prepared to work for a mere living".100 

The modest development of the Phoenix school that did take place was a far 

cry from these ambitious plans. The grandiosity of the envisaged scheme 

indicates that even at this early stage of Gandhi's career as a public worker he 

was preparing to spread his "gospel" on a large scale. He exhorted young Indians 

in South Africa to dedicate themselves to educational work as a labour of love; 

to prepare for a long and strenuous struggle; and to be not only content with 

poverty, but to train themselves for the vocation.101 In reply to a youth who 

wished tojoinPhoenix after the end of the second satyagraha campaign in 1911, 

Gandhi outlined the strict regimen followed by pupils there: 

In Phoenix, 1. you will have to observe brahmacharya; 2. you will be under a 

vow of scrupulous regard for truth; 3. you will have todochiefly manuallabour, 

i.e., work with the hoe and shovel; 4. if you intend to add to your book 

learning, please forget all about it. Whatever addition comes naturally or 

because circumstances demand it will be welcome; 5. you should make up your 

mind that our duty is to strengthen character rather than acquire book-

learning; 6. you should embrace absolute poverty. You should think of joining 

Phoenix only if you would and can do this. You should tell yourself that life 

there will grow harder as the days pass and know that this is for your good.102 

In the early days of Phoenix the school was conducted in the house of Cordes, 

the German Theosophist from Rhodesia. The original class consisted of the 

Gandhi boys and several children of non-indentured Indians, who lived in huts 

about one mile from Phoenix. Chhaganlal Gandhi taught arithmetic, Maganlal 

Gandhi took Gujarati lessons, Cordes gave lessons in English, and other settlers 

contributed whatever they could in haphazard fashion. The various satyagraha 

campaigns swelled the number of pupils considerably as Gandhi took the 

responsibility for educating the sons of gaoled satyagrahis. 
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During the second phase of the satyagraha struggle two or three boys from the 

cities were billeted with each family at Phoenix. Though this situation only 

lasted for between eight to ten months it placed a severe strain on the 

financial resource and social harmony of the settlement. While the boys were 

reasonably well-behaved, it remained that they were unaccustomed to the 

hardships of life at Phoenix and found it difficult to settle down. Among the 

boys were Muslims and Christians, and though the Hindu families were 

encouraged to ensure that the guest students were not treated as outsiders, 

Prabhudas Gandhi recalls that his family members, for instance, despite their 

efforts to reconcile the presence of non-Hindus in the household, did not 

achieve emotionally the ideal set before them by Gandhi. After Gandhi's 

departure for London in 1909 the experiment of lodging students with 

settlement families was terminated and never renewed.103  

Yet, the educational experiment did progress. During the last phase of the 

satyagraha struggle money was raised to build a school; children of civil 

disobedients again stayed at Phoenix; and sickly children from poor Indian 

families in the cities and towns were nursed back to health and received 

schooling whilst at the settlement. "If the first note was simplicity, the second 

was universal brotherhood," wrote Andrews, "for here distinction of creed and 

race and colour had been resolved in a higher synthesis which was wonderful to 

witness.... No one was a servant in Gandhi's household, orratherall were 

servants of oneanother."104 The system of education at Phoenix was erratic. The 

teachers and the text-books were frequently changed and Gandhi was rarely 

able to lend his guiding hand to the experiment. For as long as Cordes remained 

at Phoenix (he later left for India to pursue his interest in Theosophy, and died 

at Sevagram Ashram in 1960) he was principal of the school. In accordance with 

the aim of strengthening the moral character of the pupils, attention was paid 

to the simultaneous development of mind and body, but in contrast with 

Gandhi's approach Cordes was a strict disciplinarian.105 The children were 

required to spend three hours at school, two hours on agriculture, two hours in 

the printing press, and, time allowing, to read their lessons at night. When 
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Gandhi could spare the time he would discuss religion, important events, 

people and books with them as they did manual work. 

The Indian children were required to speak in their own language at home and 

to spend time learning other Indian languages. Gandhi would impress upon 

them the importance ofancient Indian culture, but though he wanted the 

children to live a life of extreme simplicity and to identify themselves with the 

very poor, he nevertheless encouraged them to "take full advantage of modern 

science in work, in the fields, in the home and elsewhere."106 Each day would 

thus involve instruction in general and literary knowledge, various techniques 

of creative work and a great deal of physical exercise. 

Gandhi never compelled or coerced thechildren todoanything, and believed 

that they should neither be insulted nor humiliated for any reason. To ensure 

that they developed as responsible members of the settlement nothing of 

import was kept from them, and when they presented themselves to him in the 

evening after the chores were finished he would praise their efforts and offer 

further encouragement. In reply to his son Manilal's anxious queries with regard 

to further education Gandhi summed up his attitude to the Phoenix 

experiment: 

First of all, we shall have to consider how we can realise the self and how serve 

our country. After we do this, we can explain what Phoenix is. For realising the 

self, the first essential thing is to cultivate a strong moral sense. Morality 

means the acquisition of virtues such as fearlessness, truth, brahmacharya and 

so on. Service is automatically rendered to the country in this process of 

cultivating morality. Phoenix is a great help in this process. I believe that it is 

very difficult to preserve morality in cities where people live in congestion and 

there are many temptations. That is why the wise have recommended solitary 

places like Phoenix. Experience is the real school- Phoenix is not perfect but we 

wish it to become so.... The school is a means to achieve our end. If it breaks 

down, we shall know that we are not yet fit for that kind of work.107 

This answer may not have consoled the boy but it is a clear indication of 

Gandhi's faith in the ancient ashramic educational system of aryavarta and his 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 91 

determination to make Phoenix or some future community the fundamental 

experiment of his life. 

Political activism would always remain secondary to constructive service 

offered through the dynamics of non-violence. During all the political agitations 

Gandhi always had the presence of mind to attend to the problems of social 

construction work.Yet, his resolve to reconcile social service with an active 

political life on occasion caused him considerable anguish. It is ironical that 

while he yearned to be able to concentrate his efforts on community service, 

his sons longed for more opportunity to express their own individuality.108 

The Tolstoy Farm community founded in 1910 and disbanded in 1913, proved to 

be an ideal laboratory for Gandhi's educational experiments. "Tolstoy Farm was 

a family in which I occupied the place of the father," wrote Gandhi, "and that I 

should so far as possible shoulder the responsibility for the training of the 

young."109 The routine of the children on the farm was divided between 

attending classes (Kallenbach and Pragji Desai assisted with these) and 

contributing to the maintenance of the farm.As at the Phoenix Settlement 

manual work was combined with instruction on a daily basis, but Gandhi took 

thisone step further at Tolstoy by introducing vocational training to give "all-

round development to the boys and girls". Although at this stage there was no 

attempt to educate the children through the medium of a specific handicraft, 

Gandhi enabled each child to become self-supporting by supplementing their 

education with vocational training. Their ages ranging from six to sixteen, the 

children had on an average eight hours of manual training per day, and one or, 

at the most, two hours of book learning."110 

An added dimension of the Tolstoy Farm experiment was the decision to hold 

co-educational classes, and indeed toencourage the boys and girls to do 

everything together. Gandhi had an implicit faith in the essential "purity" of 

children. Whenever an incident occurred to shake this faith he would accept 

responsibility, and fast as penance for the offence. He continued to believe in 

the benefits of co-education, but to guard against moral lapses he would ensure 

that a more stringent regimen was followed in later years. 
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The activities which the young contributed their energies to at Tolstoy Farm 

included general labouring, cooking, scavenging, sandal-making, simple 

carpentry and messenger work. But Gandhi did not recommend manual 

activities merely because they were materially productive or remunerative. In 

addition to productive crafts, manual work of a purely constructive nature was 

also essential for the maintenance and development of community life. The 

contribution of work such as sweeping, scavenging and water fetching was seen 

to be invaluable to the psychological, social and moral well-being of an 

integrated community. Gandhi's objective in this context was to inculcate the 

ideals of social service and citizenship through all the activities of children 

from the earliest formative years. 

 

Conclusion 

When Gandhi left South Africa in 1914 his ideas and ideals had a strong 

foundation in experience, and the pattern his life would subsequently follow 

lay firmly rooted in the inspiration and knowledge drawn from the twenty-one 

years spent in an alien land. 

During the South African years he had refined his asceticism, setting the 

standards of austerity he would in future expect his followers to maintain. 

Gandhi had not fully adopted the religious way of life at Phoenix, but at Tolstoy 

Farm his spirituality permeated community life. At Tolstoy he was at a physical 

and spiritual peak, which Pyarelal believed he never reached again in India. He 

was developing ideas and putting them into practice at a greater pace then 

previously and, in Pyarelal's words, "was like a blazing meteor".111 

Tolstoy Farm wasa home for satyagrahis and in future Gandhi's communities 

would play a vital role in his political campaigns. They provided moral and 

economic support to active satyagrahis and were an ideal training ground for 

potential satyagrahis. At Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm he was experimenting with 

ideas formulated during his student years in London and early years in South 

Africa. The two communities had developed as an expression of his main aims, 

and on the basis of the asceticism fostered at Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm he 
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waged a series of non-violent campaigns against the South African Government 

with some success. 

His antagonism towards modern materialistic civilisation which had begun 

during his student days in London, had grown in South Africa. In 1909 he had set 

out the issues which most concerned him in Hind Swaraj, a short polemical 

tract which he called "a severe condemnation of modern civilisation".112 In 

essence the message was that modem civilisation, of which the British Raj was 

but an expression posed a severe threat to Indian society. The Rajcould only be 

combated through true self-rule, achieved not by social or political violence, 

but by a renascence of the highest ascetic values of personal renunciation and 

non-violent action. Gandhi had reached such a position as a result of his 

growing disenchantment with the British Empire and with Western civilisation in 

general. 

Increasingly, Gandhi stressed his idea of satyagraha as a means of returning to 

the natural condition of man. The approach permeated his thought and action. 

Forhim satyagraha had become not merely a political technique of rebellion but 

an alternative medium of education and way of life. Moreover, he had come to 

believe that this way of life could only reach its zenith in India.113 Yet how this 

was to workout, he was still unsure when he departed from South Africa for 

London in 1914: 

"There was, and there would be, much vanity in his poverty, much conceit in 

his humility, and much stubborn persistence in his helplessness, until he would 

find a leverage to make for himselfand for thedestitute Indians—out of poverty, 

humility and helplessness a new strength and a new instrument."114 
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03. The Satyagraha Ashram 

On the voyage to Bombay from London in 1915 Gandhi no doubt had a 

presentiment of the stormy path his life in India would follow. He voiced his 

uncertainty in a letter to Albert West: "I have been so often prevented from 

reaching India that it seems hardly real that I am sitting in a ship bound for 

India. And, having reached that, what shall I do with myself? However,'Lead 

kindly light, amid the encircling gloom, lead Thou me on'. That thought is my 

solace, and may it be yours in the darkest moments."1 Yet by the time of his 

arrival in India Gandhi did have some idea of where he was going. He outlined 

the main objective of his proposed programme of work in an interview with the 

Madras Mail. On the advice of his political mentor, Gokhale, he had decided to 

avoid involvement in political matters for one year to familiarise himself with 

the realities of the Indian situation. He was however, determined to continue 

the Phoenix experiment.2 

Though ostensibly fashioned after the traditional pattern of an ashram, i.e., a 

place of spiritual retreat, Gandhi clearly envisaged a much wider role for his 

community. It would train young men and women to be "ideal" servants of the 

country. Self-realisation would be the ultimate goal, butrather than the 

traditional quietist withdrawal from all social concerns, active involvement in 

social service would be the means. The concept appeared inherently 

contradictory to many, but to Gandhi, armed with his interpretation of the 

Bhagavad Gita as a doctrine of selfless action and consciousness of the 

immense problems facing the Indian people, there seemed no other recourse. 

By orientinghis proposed scheme towards rural society and "service to the 

mother-land" Gandhi sought from the outset to identify with the struggling 

masses living in India's 700,000 villages. It was this ability never to dissociate 

himself from thepeople at large that distinguished Gandhi from the moderate 

school of politicians who dominated the arena of public activity accessible to 

Indians during his years in South Africa. Western educated, and maintaining 

only tenuous links with the great mass of the Indian people, such men were 
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mainly concerned with consolidating a position of influence in their own 

localities. The Muslim League leaders and extremists such as B. G. Tilak and 

Aurobindo Ghose were exceptions, but beyond a limited circle of influence the 

average Congressman was uninterested in, and detached from the aspirations 

and concerns of the vast majority of his countrymen. 

Rarely did they have access to networks of local power or resources for 

leadership which would have enabled them to mobilise wider sections of 

society: even if they had, this would have been a course fraught with danger 

for them in their position of isolated success.3 

For the remainder of his life Gandhi would repeatedly state that a sarvodaya 

society could not be realised without first paying attention to the man at the 

bottom of the social ladder. Social and economic exploitation of the poor must 

be removed. The swaraj (self-rule) of his vision was thus a "poor man's swaraj" 

in which the necessities of life were to be enjoyed by the weakest people in 

society. He stressed the need for the regeneration of the villages, with the 

removal of hunger and poverty as the main challenge. 

In a famous speech at Benares Hindu University in 1916 Gandhi voiced many of 

his radical views and drew the attention of the Indian public to the plight of the 

villages. He declared that the salvation of India could only come through the 

peasant.4 By championing the interests of groups such as labourers, peasants 

and the really poor in the villages, whose problems did not normally come 

within the purview of established politicians, he revealed the extent of 

untapped political resources in the country. His intention was to awaken the 

masses to his simple, non-violent technique of direct action, as a means of 

redressing all manner of wrongs. Local action to achieve the social and 

economic uplift of the downtrodden would be one objective, but more 

important in Gandhi's view was the need to arouse within the people 

aconsciousness of the need to help themselves. 
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The Satyagraha Ashram 1915-1933 

During the unsettled period in Gandhi's life, before the establishment of the 

Satyagraha Ashram in Ahmedabad, the group of relatives and co-workers from 

Phoenix who had departed from South Africa ahead of him in 1914 had been 

living at Rabindranath Tagore's Shantiniketan Ashram in Bengal. Shantiniketan 

was an experimental school founded on ashramic principles by Tagore at the 

turn of the century. It had a hundred and twenty-five students when the 

Phoenix party arrived in 1914. They were accommodated in a small compound, 

where they lived and worked. Under Maganlal Gandhi's direction they were 

expected to enhance the quality of life at their host institution by cultivating 

self-discipline and self-sufficiency and by service to other members of the 

ashram. Special emphasis was placed on agricultural work, particularly planting 

and maintaining of fruit trees, and the performance of tasks ranging from 

cooking and scavenging to the production of copra and ground-nut oil. 

Gandhi expected his followers to set an example of simple living, creative 

manual work and tolerance towards others; the latter especially so in the light 

of the caste distinctions which operated in Shantiniketan at the time. In short, 

they were to follow the pattern of life established at Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm. 

Gandhi had written to them earlier: 

Personally, I have always felt, and it now appears that there is no institution 

today in the world to excel Phoenix in its ideals or its way of life. If there is 

any, the civilised world had not heard of it. I am happy that all of you have the 

same impression.5 

He had been prepared to meet the expenditure incurred by the Phoenix group 

during their stay at Shantiniketan from the Satyagraha Fund set up during the 

days of struggle in South Africa, but Tagore welcomed the opportunity to 

accommodate Gandhi and his party and bore all the expenses. 
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When Gandhi and Kasturba arrived at Shantiniketan they were given a hearty 

greeting and shortly afterwards Tagore invited Gandhi to take over supervision 

of the ashram school programme. 

Gandhi decided not to interfere with the pattern of teaching, but he did bring 

about a complete change in the daily regimen of the teachers and pupils. 

Initially he engaged them in a discussion of self-help: "I put it to the teachers 

that, if they and the boys dispensed with the service of paid cooks and cooked 

their food themselves, it would enable the teachers to control the kitchen from 

the point of view of the boys' physical and moral health, and it would afford the 

students an object-lesson in self-help."6 Thoughone or two teachers remained 

unconvinced the experiment was successfully launched with the support 

ofTagore, who told the students, "the experiment contains the key to swaraj"? 

To allow Gandhi a free hand in implementing his ideas Tagore withdrew from 

Shantiniketan for a short period to stay in another of his ashrams, Sriniketan. 

The servants and kitchen staff were given leave and the residents took over the 

manual tasks previously performed by them. Everyone joined in enthusiastically 

for the first few days but it was apparent after some time that certain 

members suffered from exhaustion due to overwork. The new system clearly 

hampered the method of teaching followed at Shantiniketan. Simplicity of 

living was the cornerstone of student life at the ashram, but the austerities 

introduced by Gandhi reduced the time and energy available for teachers and 

pupils to pursue literary interests and such extra-curricular cultural activities as 

art, music and dancing, all of which were specially emphasised by Tagore.8 It 

was obvious to Gandhi that Shantiniketan could not become another Phoenix, 

and he hastened his search for a suitable location for his ashram. 

The death of Gokhale in February 1915, unexpectedly brought to an end 

Gandhi's brief stay at Shantiniketan. Gokhale had been keen that Gandhi join 

the Servants of India Society on his return to India, and he no doubt 

appreciated Gokhale's support of his proposal to establish a community after 

the pattern of Phoenix. An account had been opened in the Society's books to 

provide him with funds for the proposed ashram and whatever public expenses 
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he might incur in the course of his work.9 However, with his influential 

benefactor gone Gandhi realised he could no longer expect to rely on funding 

from the Society. 

Though a good deal of common ground existed between Gandhi and the 

Society, his unequivocal opposition to Western education and modern 

civilisation in general left members of the society uneasy, and perhaps a little 

afraid that he might set about dismantling the system to which they owed their 

own position of influence. In fact, disparities between the aims and aspirations 

of Gokhale's Society and Gandhi's vision of a free India had been evidentsome 

years beforeGandhi returned to his homeland: "I do feel that the aims of 

Phoenix as well as the way of life theresurpass those of the Society", he wrote 

to Maganlal in 1910. "What we are doing here is the real thing; what goes on in 

Poona is, leaving aside the motive, unreal."10 

Gandhi had clearly been content to remain detached from the Society, and the 

sharp division amongst its members as to whether they should admit him in the 

light of his somewhat controversial views, convinced him that he should 

withdraw his application to avoid mutual embarrassment. He advocated the 

ascetic ideals which inspired the establishment of Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm, 

but the object of the Society was "to equip men to take part in every 

movement of modern life, educational, political and economic". The 

differences were irreconcilable, as Gandhi explained to V. S. Srinivasa Sastri, 

who succeeded Gokhale as President of the Society: "Whilst there is possibility 

of co-operation when we are working independently I can see that I would, as a 

member, become a disturbing factor. The methods of the society as such are so 

totally different from mine in many respects. Our common discipleship would 

constitute an indissoluble bond though we would be following out Mr. Gokhale's 

work from different viewpoints."11 Gandhi tempered his early criticisms of the 

Society in later years, describing the Poona headquarters in his autobiography 

as a "place of pilgrimage".12 

After withdrawing his application to join the Society, Gandhi set about fulfilling 

his promise to Gokhale by touring India and observing the current social and 
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political situations. At the same time, he refrained from specific political 

comment on what he saw, confining himself to general remarks on the reform 

of the individual and society. After a trip to Calcutta and Burma he attended 

the Kumbha Mela, a religious festival held at Hardvar in northern India every 

twelve years. The Servants of India were sending a large volunteer corps for 

service, and Gandhi was invited to send the Phoenix party to assist them. Their 

experience at Shantiniketan had shown him that scavenger's work would be one 

of his and his co-workers' special functions in India. Led by Maganlal Gandhi the 

Phoenixgroup took the responsibility for the disposal of excreta and cleaning of 

the festival area, while Gandhi spent the greater part of his time holding 

discussions on religion and other subjects with numerous people who called on 

him. He was surprised by the extent to which his reputation had preceded him 

to India, and be moaned the excessive attention showered upon him as a result. 

"I felt as though I was between the devil and the deep sea," recalled Gandhi, 

"where no one recognised me, I had to put up with the hardships that fall to the 

lot of the millions in this land.... Where I was surrounded by people who had 

heard of me I was the victim of their craze for darshan."13 

Gandhi was unimpressed with what he saw of religious fervour at Hardvar and 

determined to atone for the conduct around him. The feeling that he must 

purify himself was compounded by the lavish entertainment he had received 

from various hosts since returning from South Africa. To him it seemed that 

without imposing severe restrictions on himself he received more service than 

he gave. He vowed that without exception he would not eat more than five 

articles of food during any one day, and would never eat after dark. 

Thoughtless defecation on the roads and banks of the river assailed his senses 

at Hardvar. Everything he witnessed at the places of pilgrimage along the 

sacred river confirmed his belief that India was in a state of rapid moral and 

spiritual decay. "But the Hardvar experiences proved for me to be of 

inestimable value," he wrote, "they helped me in no small way to decide where 

I was to live and what I was to do."14 
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After leaving Hardvar Gandhi and the Phoenix party moved further up the river 

Ganges to Hrishikesh, a small place of pilgrimage for devout Hindus. Here he 

met and talked with a number of prominent religious men, including Acharya 

Ramadevji and Mahatma Munshiramji at his gurukul (religious school). Among 

the many questions discussed with them was the need to introduce instruction 

in manual skills into the curriculum of the gurukul. In answer to a swami 

confused by his decision not to wear the distinguishing sacred thread of the 

Hindus around the neck, Gandhi said, "I will not wear the sacred thread, for I 

see no necessity of it, when countless Hindus can go without it andyet remain 

Hindus. Moreover, the sacred thread should be a symbol of spiritual 

regeneration, presupposing a deliberate attempt on the part of the wearer at a 

higher and purer life. I doubt whether in the present state of Hinduism and of 

India, Hindus can vindicate the right to wear a symbol charged with such a 

meaning. That right can come only after Hinduism has purged itself of 

untouchability, has removed all distinctions of superiority and inferiority, and 

shed a host of other evils and shams that have become rampant in it."15 He now 

felt it imperative that he establish a permanent settlement somewhere as a 

practical expression of his ideas and ideals. 

The Satyagraha Ashram was founded on 25th May 1915 at Ahmedabad, the 

erstwhile capital of Gujarat. Several alternative sites for the ashram had been 

suggested to Gandhi by friends including Hardvar, Vaidyanathadham (near 

Calcutta) and Rajkot, but he "had a predilection for Ahmedabad".16 Friends 

there volunteered to make funds available for the ashram and a house for 

Gandhi and his followers. Moreover, Gandhi felt he could be of most service to 

India by working in his home province and communicating through his mother-

tongue. Ahmedabad also had other attractions. It was an ancient centre of 

handloom weaving, and thus an appropriate location for his proposed scheme to 

revive hand-spinning and weaving. Ironically, the city was also a major growth 

centre of mill-made cloth, an industry introduced and financed by wealthy 

Indianson the British pattern which threatened to destroy all remnants of 

artisan spinning and weaving. 
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Another irony is that funds for the Ashram were made readily available by 

capitalists from Bombay and Ahmedabad. Gandhi's communitarian beliefs could 

hardly have appealed to big-business, but perhaps these businessmen envisaged 

grasping political power for themselves by patronising the Gandhian 

programmes. Communists later argued that the Ashram and the constructive 

work programme that grew out of its activities was a capitalist fraud designed 

to capture the national independence movement by exploiting a man greatly 

revered by the Indian people.17 By the end of 1925 merchant and industrialist 

friends of Gandhi had donated approximately two hundred thousand rupees to 

the Ashram for the land and buildings alone, and were paying not less than 

eighteen thousand rupees per annum for its upkeep. Gandhi always maintained 

that they did so in the hope that he was developing the characters of the men, 

women and children who lived there.18 However, it is clear that Gandhi's 

swadeshi campaign posed no immediate threat to vested interests of the 

moneyed classes perse. On the contrary, the sales of products made in Indian 

factories received a boost in the wake of Gandhi's propaganda. In the case of 

cotton mills, Gandhi accepted they would function side by side with the 

production of khadi, but that ultimately one would have to give way to the 

other. He believed that the mills would eventually be unable to compete with 

khadi once it was produced in every village. He explained to Birla — the 

Marwadi industrialist and supporter of Gandhi — in 1932, "for the time being 

people like you can have both the activities at the same time provided the 

ideal iskept before the public in order to assert the truth".19 He regretted his 

inability to do without their support, and admitted that the guarantee of 

monetary aid greatly undermined the spirit of sacrifice upon which Sabarmati 

was theoretically based. Yet he never discouraged benefactors. 

The first site of the ashram in Ahmedabad was in Kochrab, a small village near 

the city. A barrister in Ahmedabad, Jivanlal Desai, offered to let his bungalow 

there to Gandhi and his party of about twenty-five men and women. The first 

question to be settled was the name of the ashram. Among those suggested 

were "Sevashram" (abode of service), "Sevamandir" (temple of service), and 

"Tapovan" (abode of austerities). Gandhi liked "Sevashram" but discarded it as it 
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did not emphasise the method of service to be employed in the ashram. He 

thought "Tapovan" was pretentious and that it would be presumptuous to call 

themselves Tapasvis (men of austerity), even though austerity was fundamental 

to their asceticism. They settled on "Satyagraha Ashram", as it conveyed both 

their goal and their method of service: 

Our creed was devotion to truth, and our business was the search for and 

insistence of truth. I wanted to acquaint India with the method I had tried in 

South Africa, and I desired to test in India the extent to which its application 

might be possible.20 

In order to regulate the conduct of the Ashram Gandhi decided to formulate a 

code of rulesand observances. A draft Constitution was printed and circulated 

among Gandhi's friends, who were invited to express their opinions on it. Not 

only did he hope toarouse their interest in the proposed activities of the 

Ashram, but that moral and material support from them would also be forth-

coming. Gandhi defined an ashram as "a community of men of religion".21 He 

believed it was not only an essential part of his own well-being, but essential to 

the practice of satyagraha. "Religion" was not used herein the context of 

theological orritual dogma, but in the sense that all the activities and 

aspirations of the institution should be based on an unshakable faith in the 

principles of truth and non-violence. 

At Kochrab there were no servants and the members were expected to follow a 

strict regimen of vegetarian food, manual labour, social service, celibacy, 

prayer and sleep. At Gandhi’sbehest the ashramites took nine vows, which 

amounted to a demanding code of asceticism: Truth-telling, non-violence, celi-

bacy, control of the palate, non-stealing, non-possession, refusal to use foreign 

cloth, fearlessness, and acceptance of untouchables. "The vows were to be 

observed in an intelligent and creative way," observed B. R. Nanda, "they were 

not intended to be mechanical formulae, but as practical aids to moral and 

spiritual growth. They may appear to be platitudes, but nevertheless they 

embodied ancient truths which were none the less valid for not having been 

realised by the common run of mankind in workaday life."22 
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The vows were far from being an expression of Hindu orthodoxy. On the 

contrary, they challenged many of the basic precepts of caste and religious 

ideology. For instance, the traditional interpretation of ahimsa denied the right 

to put a suffering animal out of its misery. When Gandhi later permitted at the 

Sabarmati Ashram the mercy killing of a calf suffering from an incurable 

disease, his action was condemned in orthodox circles.23 

A number of the vows, including those of truth, non-violence and chastity, were 

of universal application. Others, particularly the vow to eradicate 

untouchability and to practise fearlessness, were oriented towards a caste-

ridden Indian society dominated by an alien government. Though Gandhi 

affirmed what he saw as the good and true of traditional Indian civilisation, he 

was deeply concerned about ridding it of aberrations such as child marriage, 

religious prostitution, animal sacrifice and untouchability. He also argued that 

the social and religious unification of the people was essential to the formation 

of a co-operative economy based on self-sufficiency. Not until Indians were free 

of the burden of racial prejudice and division on the basis of religion and caste 

could they hope to achieve self-rule. Moreover, in his view the traditional 

dichotomy between manual and intellectual work was harmful, as he explained 

in Harijan: divorce of the intellect from body-labour had made us perhaps the 

shortest-lived, most resourceless and most exploited nation on earth.24 

He sought to break down caste ideology and remove the factors of alienation 

existing between the villager and the city-dweller, and between the manual 

and intellectual worker. 

I want to bring about an equalisation of status. The working classes have all 

these centuries been isolated and relegated to a lower status. They have been 

shudras and the word has been interpreted to mean an inferior status. I want to 

allow no differentiation between the son ofa weaver, of an agriculturalist and 

of a school master.25 

No caste distinctions were tolerated in the Kochrab and Saharmati Ashrams and 

every member, child and adult alike, was required to contribute to the 

maintenance of the Ashram and to devote a certain amount of their time each 
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day to the constructive work activities that gradually developed. These later 

included a spinning and weaving department, a cow-shed and a large farm. 

Gandhi clearly stated that the guiding principle of the Ashram's educational 

pattern was character-building, and that the children would be "constantly 

weaned from wealth hunger". One of the central proposals was to set up a 

National School within the Ashram to provide an education that would incline 

the pupils to remain in the Ashram on completion of their studies in order to 

serve their country. It was planned to have the students board at the Ashram 

and to discourage any involvement with family or activities which might disrupt 

their studies during the period spent there. 

Reaction to Gandhi's proposals concerning the Ashram ranged from unreserved 

support to angry denunciation. Sadhu Magalnath from Hrishikesh praised the 

concept, and a correspondent from Madras welcomed the Ashram as embodying 

the spirit of aryavarta. Others could not come to terms with the severe 

austerity of the Ashram regimen, nor with the mandatory vow of celibacy. The 

severest critics came from the ranks of the western educated, who rejected 

Gandhi's general condemnation of modern civilisation as short-sighted and 

irrational.26 

However, the issue which generated the greatest controversy concerned the 

admittance into the Ashram of an untouchable family. Gandhi's action put the 

vow to accept untouchables to the test sooner than expected and threatened to 

disrupt his plans. Earlier he had informed his supporters in Ahmedabad of his 

intention to admit an untouchable to the Ashram, provided he met the other 

requirements, as soon as the opportunity arose. A vaishnava (devotee of 

Vishnu) friend had replied self-complacently, "Where is the untouchable who 

will satisfy your condition?"27 As Ahmedabad was considered to be a strong hold 

of Sanatana dharma, which holds the caste system as one of the unchanging 

foundations of Hinduism, it was appropriate that Gandhi should begin his 

programme to undermine the orthodox ideology from there. In fact he had 

thrown down the gauntlet to the sanatanists in 1915 during a striking speech at 

Mayavaram in the Madras Presidency just prior to founding the Ashram. He had 
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declared that swadeshi (the principle of using only articles of indigenous make) 

and the removal of untouchability would be his main concerns.28 

Gandhi's move to admit a Gujarati Dhed (untouchable caste) family into the 

Kochrab Ashram unequivocally associated the small community with a 

programme to uplift the disadvantaged classesofIndia, and the resultant 

controversy brought a great deal of notoriety on his shoulders. The admission of 

the family also brought open rebellion from Kasturba and another woman. In 

response to Kasturba's complaints Gandhi told her to leave the Ashram if she 

could not accept the situation and assured her they could part as friends. 

Heseemed delighted with the turn of events. He was beginning to challenge 

some of the iniquitous beliefs of orthodox Hinduism at the heart of one of its 

oldest strongholds. It also afforded him an opportunity to demonstrate the 

efficacy of satyagraha as a technique of direct action. When supporters who 

had previously provided monetary aid withdrew their support in protest he 

spoke of shifting the Ashram to an untouchable area and living on whatever 

could be earned from manual labour. "It would mean much even for my 

staunchest co-workers", he told a friend. "It is of importance to me because it 

enables me to demonstrate the efficacy of passive resistance in social questions 

and when I take the final step, it will embrace swaraj ...."29 

The family of Dheds, consisting of Dudabhai, his wife Danibhen and their 

daughter Lakshmi, bore the brunt of abuse during the furore over their 

admission. One instance occurred over the use of the well. The man employed 

by the owner of the bungalow to lift water became afraid that water from the 

buckets used by the Ashram would pollute him. He began cursing the 

Ashramites and molesting Dudabhai. Gandhi sought to pacify the man using the 

gentle satyagraha technique of winning over an opponent by suffering: "I told 

everyone to put up with the abuse and continue drawing water at any cost. 

When he saw that we did not return his abuse, the man became ashamed and 

ceased to bother us."30 Other pressures were exertedon the Dheds by the 

members of the Ashram themselves. The atmosphere was tense as fundsdried 

up and the caste-Hindus of Ahmedabad threatened to boycott the Ashram. The 
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prejudices Prabhudas Gandhi had seen expressed by members of his own family 

and other Indian families when boys of different religious faiths had been 

billeted at Phoenix were now surfacing again. The women of the Ashram were 

indifferent, if not openly hostile to the family who suffered many minor insults. 

Yet Gandhi's determination ultimately prevailed. After some time Kasturba 

became attached to the baby girl, who was later adopted by Gandhi. The 

precarious financial situation of the Ashram was alleviated unexpectedly by a 

donation from a wealthy textile magnate, Ambalal Sarabhai who became a 

close friend of the Gandhi family as well as a generous supporter.31 

The Dhed family's perseverance setan example to the Ashram community, 

which, as a family, faced the problems arising out of the experiment and 

overcame them.ForGandhiitrepresentedan important breakthrough in his 

programme to undermine the dehumanising ideology that human beings were 

impure by birth and that human functionand aspiration could only be 

determined by caste. 

The admission of this family proved a valuable lesson to the Ashram. In the very 

beginning we proclaimed to the world that the Ashram would not countenance 

untouchability. Those who wanted to help the Ashram were thus put on their 

guard, and the work of the Ashram in this direction was considerably simplified. 

The fact that it is mostly the real orthodox Hindus who have met the daily 

growing expenses of the Ashram is perhaps a clear indication that 

untouchability is shaken to its foundation. There are indeed many other proofs 

of this, but the fact that good Hindus do not scruple to help an Ashram where 

we go to the length of dining with the untouchables is no small proof.32 

In themselves, these words from his autobiography served as useful propaganda 

for the removal of untouchability. It was written in the early 1920s during quiet 

periods of rest in the Ashram and during his confinement in Yervada Gaol, 

Poona, for the part he played in the Rowlatt Satyagraha and subsequent non-

co-operation movement. The work was first published as a serial in Gandhi's 

journals, Young India and Navajivan (Gujarati). 
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Early in 1915 Gandhi had informed C. F. Andrews that he did not anticipate an 

occasion for satyagraha for five years, but a number of the young men and 

women being trained as satyagrahis in the Ashram would be called on to serve 

their country before then. Though Gandhi had attracted much attention and 

presented himself as a public figure during his year of voluntary probation, he 

had yet to establish himself as a public activist of national standing. In many 

ways the speech he delivered at the opening of Benares Hindu University on the 

evening of 16th February 1916, changed the situation. The unpalatable home-

truths with which he confronted the dignitaries and the crowd attending the 

special occasion left no doubt that his was a new and persuasive voice of 

rebellion. "We may foam, we may fret, we may resent, but let us not forget 

that India of today, in her impatience, has produced an army of anarchists", he 

told the stunned gathering. "I am myself an anarchist, but of another type."33 

Suddenly people all over the country wanted to know what type of anarchist 

Gandhi actually was. He received a rush of invitations to make speeches, to 

open schools, and to attend conferences. On these occasions he rarely referred 

to politics but spoke in generalities on a wide range of subjects, including 

character building, the Ashram, hand-weaving, diet and the pursuit of truth and 

non-violence. Clearly he preferred to wait for an opportunity to explain his 

concept of non-violent "anarchism" by means of positive action. Meanwhile the 

Ashram was his retreat, where he collected his thoughts and devoted his 

energies to the concerns of the community. With moral authority as his only 

sanction he ruled the Ashram not so much as the head of a monastic community 

but as the patriarch of an extended family. 

An opportunity to apply the satyagraha technique on a larger scale arose in 

1917, a year which not only marked an important stage in the development of 

Gandhi's work programme but also saw the re-location and re-structuring of the 

Ashram. In response to a request by Rajkumar Shukla, a peasant from 

Champaran in Bihar, Gandhi visited the north Indian district to investigate the 

grievances of the villagers in the face of exploitation by British indigo planters. 

Though he had declared the uplift of India's villages to be his main concern his 
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knowledge of rural problems was limited at this stage. He did not waste this 

chance to experiment at the village level. 

Gandhi's experiences with the Champaran peasantry were a revelation to him. 

He was now convinced that work of a permanent nature would be impossible 

without proper village education. Everywhere he went in Champaran, due to 

dietary deficiencies and insufficient clean drinking water, people were 

suffering from some form of ailment. Many were lame and prematurely senile, 

and many suffered from goitre. When some dirtily dressed women caught his 

attention on one occasion, he asked Kasturba to discover the reason for their 

condition. One of the women explained that she owned only one sari and 

therefore could not wash it. Gandhi was appalled by their lack of resources, 

ignorance and sheer idleness, and resolved to tackle the problem through the 

education of the children. 

In consultation with his co-workers Gandhi decided to open primary schools in 

six villages. One of the agreements reached with the villagers was that they 

should provide the teachers with board and lodging and Gandhi and his 

colleagues would see to other expenses. As the parents became involved with 

the programme the schools were transformed into community projects. This 

approach significantly broadened the base of Gandhi's activism and sowed the 

seeds for the comprehensive village welfare schemes he launched during the 

1920s and 1930s. 

The expansion of his work into the massive field of village regeneration also 

required more money. Gandhi sent two circular letters from Champaran to 

sympathetic friends, setting out anexposition of the Ashram's aims and 

aspirations in general, and an outline of its activities as support for the 

renewed quest for monetary aid. The categories of expenditure listed were 

boarding and lodging expenses for the pupils staying in the Ashram, hand- 

weaving, the National School, the propagation of Hindi and Gandhi's social and 

political activities. Donors were assured that careful accounts were maintained 

for all categories, and that copies would be circulated annually among 

supporters of the Ashram.34 
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The major problem in setting up the education scheme in Champaran 

wasfinding suitable teachers. It was difficult to attract local teachers who not 

only met Gandhi's exacting requirements but were also prepared to work either 

for a subsistence allowance or without remuneration at all. However, when he 

issued a wider public appeal for volunteer teachers there was a good response. 

Some came from as far away as Bombay and each school was staffed with men 

and women to avoid alienating any of the villagers. In addition to teaching 

duties the volunteers improved village sanitation and offered rudimentary 

medical care. Armed with only three drugs (quinine, sulphur ointment and 

castor oil) the volunteers, including women from the Satyagraha Ashram, 

treated thousands of people. For anything too complicated they consulted a 

doctor sent to Champaran at Gandhi's request by the Servants of India Society. 

The doctor made regular rounds of the villages, attending to the sick, 

organising the cleaning of wells, and teaching the villagers improved drainage 

and scavenging techniques. The scheme drew mixed responses from the 

villagers, some of whom helped as well as they could, whilst others were either 

hostile or apathetic. Gandhi discovered that volunteers without an academic 

background were more accustomed to village ways, did not alienate the people 

and thus attained the best results. 

At Champaran Gandhi's concept of basic education, which he placed before 

Indian educationists for their scrutiny many years later in 1937, began to take 

concrete shape. In a letter to the District Magistrate of Champaran he set out 

the aims of the educational Programme: 

In the schools I am opening, children under the age of twelve only are 

admitted. The idea is to get hold of as many childrenas possible and to give 

them an all-round education, that is, a knowledge of Hindi or Urdu, and 

through that medium, of arithmetic, rudiments of history and geography, a 

knowledge of simple scientific principles and some industrial training. No 

cutand dried syllabus has been yet prepared, because I am going along an 

unbeaten track. I look upon our present system with horror and disgust. Instead 

of developing the moral and the mental faculties of the little children, it 
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dwarfs them. In my experiment whilst I shall draw upon what is good in it, I 

shall endeavour to avoid the defects of the present system. The chief thing 

aimed at is contact of the children with men and women of culture and 

unimpeachable moral character. That, to me, is education. Literary training is 

to be used merely as a means to that end. The industrial training is designed 

togive the boys and girls who may come to us an additional meansof livelihood. 

It is not intended that on completing their education, they should leave their 

hereditary occupation, namely agriculture, but make use of the knowledge 

gained in the school to refine agriculture and the agricultural life.35 

Gandhi's approach wasan unequivocal rebuttal of the prevailing English-oriented 

systemof education and an announcement to British officialdom of his intention 

to develop an alternative to meet the educational needs of village India. 

Though the work in Champaran declined when Gandhi and his co-workers left 

the area, the experiment crystallised many of his ideas concerning education 

and laid the foundation for further research. "The volunteers had come for 

temporary periods, I could not secure any more from outside, and permanent 

honorary workers from Bihar were not available," recalled Gandhi. "The few 

months' work in Champaran, however, took such deep root that its influence in 

one form or another is to be observed there even today."34 

During oneof Gandhi's brief visits to the Kochrab Ashram at the time of the 

Champaran struggle, it was decided to seek a new location. Plague had broken 

out in Kochrab and despite strict adherence to the rules of cleanliness set down 

for the Ashram, Gandhi thought it impossible to ensure the well-being of the 

children. Ashram activities were not oriented towards village work at the time 

and the ashramites had no means of all eviating the surrounding in sanitary 

conditions. With the assistance of a merchant in Ahmedabad, Punjabhai 

Hirachand, an alternative site was found in the vicinity of Sabarmati Gaol, 

three or four miles to the north of Kochrab on the banks of the Sabarmati river. 

The site appealed to Gandhi for several reasons. As "gaol-going" was an 

expected outcome of satyagraha he thought the choice of a site in the vicinity 

of a gaol most appropriate. Further more, he knew that the sites chosen for the 
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construction of goals were generally clean. Another attraction was the open 

ground of the site, providing space for simple buildings to house the 

ashramites, now numbering forty. In South Africa and at Kochrab Gandhi had 

favoured locations for his communities that were neither too far nor too near a 

city. The pattern later was to change with the establishment of the Sevagram 

Ashram adjacent to a small village in Central India, but the Sabarmati location 

conformed to Gandhi's ideal. 

It is also significant that the Sabarmati river and the area in which the Ashram 

was established have a unique place in Hindu mythology. A little to thesouth of 

the Ashram land isanold temple dedicated to Dadhichi Rishi, a saintly sage who 

is believed to have had his ashram on the site chosen by Gandhi. The legend, 

with which Gandhi was familiar, had it that in order todefeat the asuras 

(demons) the VedicGodIndra, the Lord of Heaven, approached Dadhichi to beg 

of him a rib from his body, with which to forge a mighty weapon. The 

sagegranted the request and sacrificed his life by a long fast. Indra transformed 

the rib he sought into Vajra (the Thunderbolt) and defeated the asuras in 

battle. Like the rishi of mythology, on a number of occasions Gandhi too was 

prepared to sacrifice himself by fasting, indeed it became one of the most 

effective weapons in the satyagraha arsenal. 

The ashramites faced many difficulties during the period before the setting up 

of a permanent settlement at Sabarmati, and these were compounded by 

Gandhi's absence. He was preoccupied with the work in Champaran, and though 

the inspiration for the removal and the choice of a new site had been his, the 

responsibility of setting up and consolidating the new ashram fell to Maganlal 

Gandhi. The monsoon was about to break and provisions had to be brought from 

the city four miles away. The early stages of the Sabarmati Ashram were in fact 

reminiscent of the hardships associated with the setting up of Phoenix and 

TolstoyFarm. The ashramites lived under canvas and utilised a tin shed for a 

common kitchen. The land was infested with venomous snakes which, as in 

South Africa, they avoided killing unless absolutely necessary. 
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The hardships were endured and the Ashram took shape under the supervision 

of Maganlal. Simple structures of mud brick, tiles and wood, which was thickly 

painted with coal tar to seal it, were erected, including, in time, a school 

building, a dining hall and kitchen, a library, andtheVanatshala, in which 

handlooms were installed. Initially Gandhi lived in the latter structure, but 

later heand Kasturba moved to 'Kridyakunj',built adjacent to the rise of the 

river bank, which included a small central hall, three rooms, a small kitchen 

and storeroom. Kasturba had one of the back rooms, while Gandhi utilised the 

hall and the front room with a verandah facing the river. As the need arose new 

buildings were constructed and extensions made to existing structures. Gandhi 

insisted on good latrines and urinals, and a quick-drainage sewage system. It 

was also decided to lay down broad roads which gradually linked all the 

component parts within the Ashram. To facilitate the work Gandhi advised 

Maganlal to arrange for the collection of stone, gravel and other building 

materials, in whatever quantity they were available. 

Maganlal played a vital rolein the runningand development of the Ashram. 

Whenever Gandhi was caught up in the whirl of politics, the onerous task of 

managing the community and its activities fell on Maganlal, which placed heavy 

demands on him. He frequently wrote to Gandhi in his absence requesting 

advice and seeking moral support for decisions he had made that were 

unpopular with other ashramites. At one point when Maganlal was faced with 

wholesale dissatisfaction among the ashramitesas a result of the hardships 

experienced during the setting up of the Sabarmati Ashram, Gandhi wrote to 

remind them of their obligation to suffer for the good of the country : 

We should always be prepared for death and live without fear. To teach one to 

live such a life—that is the aim of the Ashram. You are all doing something 

great indeed. It is an excellent thingtoliveintentsand putup with hardships. If 

we had stayed on in the bungalow, we would have had to hang our heads in 

shame. Living in tents you are all getting beaten into shape. You are being 

educated. You are setting an example. You are learningto fight it out with 

Nature.37 
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During the periods Gandhi spent in the Ashram he was undisputed head of the 

family, but in his absence the problems of managing the heterogeneous 

community were brought into sharp focus. The motley crowd at the Ashram 

variously included little children and octogenarians, graduates of Indian, 

American and European universities, deeply religious men and sceptics, simple 

farmers and Sanskrit scholars. Among them were Pandit Khare, a musician who 

conducted the morning and evening prayers, in later years, Imam Saheb 

Bawazeer, the only permanent Muslim member of the Ashram who remained 

there with his family till his death in 1932, Pandit Totaram Sanadhya, a deeply 

religious man and an expert farmer who subsequently took charge of farming, 

and Surendranath Gupta, a diligent worker who joined the Ashram in 1916 and 

remained until its closure. The Ashram was a human laboratory in which Gandhi 

experimented with himself and others, and where he and the other residents 

attempted to put hiscommunal ideals into practice. Because of his total 

commitment toGandhi'sactivitiesin South Africa, Maganlal Gandhi had received 

no formal education, and he did not possess Gandhi's ability to maintain a level 

of harmony and co-operation among thegroup. Ashramites complained to 

Gandhi of his quick temperandatendency todisplay partiality in hisdecision-

making. 

Over the years Gandhi had come to rely heavily on Maganlal's utter devotion to 

him and capacity for work. To avoid undue pressures being exerted on the 

Ashram when the time came to challenge the British administration, it had 

been decided early in 1918 to transfer everything, including Ashram premises 

and donations, to Maganlal's name. Though he was instructed by Gandhi to 

consult the other inmates and the teachers of the National School in all 

matters, all responsibility for the future of the Ashram and interrelated 

activities was vested in him.38 

Complaints against Maganlal placed Gandhi in an awkward position. On one 

occasion, faced with full-scale withdrawal from the Ashram in protest over 

Maganlal's style of management, Gandhi sought to explain that the fate of 

Maganlal and the Ashram were inextricably bound together. In an address to 
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the ashramites he reaffirmed his belief that Phoenix had been his finest 

creationin South Africa, and declared that he would ask the Indian people not 

to judge him by the satyagraha campaigns but only by the Ashram. In Maganlal's 

defence he said: "Beside him Polak is a mere child; the blows that Maganlal has 

endured, Polak has not. Maganlal has offered all his work as sacrifice, not for 

my sake but for the sake of an ideal. It is not for me he is slaving; he is wedded 

to an ideal.... It boilsdown to this, that I cannot run the Ashram after sending 

away Maganlal. If I send him away, I would be the only one left in the Ashram. 

For the task we have undertaken, Maganlal, too, is fully needed. I have yet to 

see a better man than he.... You must take it as proved that I am bad to the 

extent that Maganlal is bad."39 

Gandhi told the ashramites to desist from voicing their complaints to outsiders 

and thus bringing the institution into disrepute. During the periods he was 

staying in the Ashram they were free to take some liberties but whilst he was 

away he insisted that they all make a special effort to conduct themselves in a 

worthy fashion and follow his instructions stringently. He was clearly worried by 

criticisms received from outside parties who held that theconduct of the 

Ashram represented "a soulless soul-force" and that its severe discipline had 

"made it merely mechanical."40 

The crisis over Maganlal's behaviour passed, but wranglings among the residents 

continued. The shortcomings of many people attracted to the Ashram were a 

constant source of worry for Gandhi. He had hoped to attract self-motivating 

people to his Ashram. The realisation that a large proportion of his followers 

were inspired by him alone distressed Gandhi. "The first principle which 

emerges is that to be attached to a person apart from his work is blind 

attachment," he told them in 1918," it is from the whole lot of us that the 

worth of the Ashram will be judged."41 

Despite internal problems, the ashramic life at Sabarmati remained an 

important point of reference in Gandhi's efforts throughout the 1920s to 

develop a faith in sacrificial work among the masses. Though his belief was that 

India could go a long way towards realising the sarvodaya ideal if the people 
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would voluntarily discipline themselves by undergoing training in nonviolence, 

he stressed that the work towards the political goal would be best left to those 

qualified in the field. Instances of violence during the first national civil 

disobedience struggle (1922) revealed the difficulty of controlling the masses 

recently awakened to a consciousness of their political power. He explained 

that civil disobedience was for those saturated with the spirit of truth and non-

violence and who were ready for the utmost sacrifice. However, he argued that 

the whole nation could contribute to the revolutionary struggle through any 

activity of a constructive nature. 

Gandhi urged all Indians to use the gifts that God had given them to the best 

advantage by making themselves efficient instruments of service. To facilitate 

their efforts, from 1920 his sarvodaya doctrine acquired a coherence of thought 

and action which he formally embodied in a fourfold constructive work 

programme. The initial elements of the programme were Hindu-Muslim or 

communal unity, removal of untouchability, the promotion of khadi (homespun 

cloth) and other village industries. These were added to over the years and 

came to include prohibition, village sanitation, child and adult education, uplift 

of women, education in hygiene and health, propagation of national language, 

cultivating love of one's own language, and cow protection. Gandhi believed 

the programme should be ascomprehensive as possible since freedom would not 

be won and consolidated without the stabilisation and perfection of the non-

violent technique of action. By the end of 1929 he had established or 

reorganised twenty organisations to carry the message of nonviolence to the 

cities and villages. 

The programmes of work implemented under the auspices of these 

organisations were often determined by the results of experimentsundertaken 

in the Ashram. Thedevelopmentof the khadiindustry was a case in point. The 

central role assigned to the Ashram in the early years of the khadi programme 

was to demonstrate the viability of cloth production as work to supplement 

village incomes. Experiments were carried out in all areas of khadi 

workmanship. Systemized spinning and prayer were common activities which 
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brought the residents together in a daily affirmation of the communal spirit 

Gandhi hoped the nation would emulate. 

Though the Ashram did experiment with agriculture, Gandhi supported 

Maganlal's efforts to maintain the project only to the extent that it raised funds 

for the Ashram expenses. From 1918 he insisted that the khadi programme be 

given top priority. To engageall available hands in this work, labourers were 

hired to tend the crops. His rationale was that while India did not lose large 

earnings to other countries because of agriculture, the destruction of the 

handloom industry amounted to an annual loss of millions of rupees. "We should 

drop or curtail, one by one, those of our activities which we think others are 

likely to take up; and pay more attention to those in which others have less 

faith, or none, but which are all the same essential. Spinning is one such 

activity", he wrote to Maganlal) in 1919.42 

A factor which later contributed to Gandhi's decision to limit the constructive 

work activities of the Ashram was the criticisms he received from within the 

Ashram itself. One member felt the Ashram had not attracted sufficient people 

with either the ability or the capacity to manage a wide range of activities. 

Gandhi was sent a letter of criticism in Nadiad during a bout of severe illness in 

1918. Though extremely ill at the time his reply is typical of his capacity to 

attend to the problems of his colleagues, his willingness to experiment and his 

preparedness to admit mistakes: 

There is bound to be some breaking of things in the course of an experiment. 

Out of all this the real thing will emerge. But only he who goes searchingforit 

will secure it.... You stated one side. I have given the other, the ideal. Both are 

true. One man of character can tilt the balance on the side of virtue. I should 

like you to acquire that strength of character and use it. We must, to be sure, 

correct mistakes where we find them, and wind up what we cannot manage. I 

did this in South Africa and Champaran, and will do so here if necessary.43 

To facilitate the decentralisation of the constructive work programme, and to 

establish "national schools" at the regional level, ashrams after the pattern of 

Sabarmati were founded all over India. Gandhi had received suggestions from 
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co-workers that ashrams should be established in each province of India. How-

ever, many people failed to understand that an ashram was not merely an 

institution, but an organic growth nurtured and sustained by dedicated 

workers. Gradually the number of ashrams swelled throughout the 1920s as men 

and women with the requisite strength of character and dedication to Gandhi's 

idealscame forward to establish and manage them. The ashrams and the 

services they offered were regarded as common property of the Indian people. 

Similarly, the ashramites were enjoined to regard their time and energy as 

belonging to the nation. With reference to one such ashram established by C. 

Rajagopalachari near Pudupalayam in south India, Gandhi told a gathering of 

villagers in 1925: "The Ashram is public property. You have a right to see it at 

any time you like. It is in your midst. And so long as you find that its activity is 

a helpful activity and serves your district, it is your bounden duty to help it in 

every way."44 

Other well-known ashrams included Jugatram Dave's Ashram in Veddchi, 

Vallabhbhai Patel's Ashram in Bardoli, both founded in the Surat District of the 

erstwhile Bombay Presidency, J. B. Kripalani's Gandhi Ashram in Benares, and 

Vinoba Bhave's Satyagraha Ashram in Wardha. Situated predominantly in rural 

areas, these offshoots of the Satyagraha Ashram (the total number is not 

known) were often more effective than Sabarmati in communicating Gandhi's 

teachings to the villagers. Due to inexperience there were instances of wastage 

— for example, on unnecessary buildings — but on the whole the ashrams 

operated more efficiently and economically than Sabarmati where there was a 

degree of wastage of human and monetary resources. The ashram established 

on 14 January 1921 at Wardha inCentral India by Ramniklal Modi and 

subsequently taken over at Gandhi's behest by Vinoba Bhave — who had been a 

member of the Kochrab Ashram and who was later described as the "spiritual 

heir" of Gandhi—earned a reputation of some renown. Gandhi would hold it up 

to the Sabarmati residents as a model community and an embodiment of his 

ideals par excellence. Addressing the Wardha ashramitesafter a ten-day visit in 

1925, he said : 
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Ashrams like this one are established so that such a way of life incomplete 

harmony with dharma may prevail everywhere. I have, therefore, always 

cherished the hope that these ashrams will serve as instruments for raising the 

country and teaching and spreading true dharma. I do not worry whether that 

hope will be fulfilled in the present or after many generations — it is sufficient 

for us that we go on doing our duty along the path we have chalked out for 

ourselves.45 

In contrast toSabarmati, Gandhi found Wardha Ashram to be a peaceful, 

harmonious community. The members respected the rules and performed their 

tasks diligently. All wore khadi produced in the Ashram and the yarn spun and 

cloth woven were uniformly of excellent quality. He attributed the obvious 

differences between Sabarmati and Wardha to several factors. The number of 

inmates at Wardha was much smaller, and they had the added advantage of 

constant guidance and inspiration from Vinoba Bhave, who rarely left the 

Ashram and who carried on with his work in an independent fashion.In an 

admission of his own responsibility for the problems faced at Sabarmati Gandhi 

wrote in 1927, "Sabarmati has no one mind uncontrolled by outside force to 

charge it as Wardha has". In his view another contributing factor was the 

relative stability of the work programme at Wardha. At Sabarmati the 

ashramites were expected to adjust to regular changes in their regimen, in 

order to accommodate new activities and experiments, but at Wardha the 

activities were more regulated to ensure discipline and to consolidate the work 

done.46 Moreover, it appears the Wardha Ashram was not hampered in its 

operation by the sychophantic individualsoften attracted to Sabarmati. 

Gandhi's attempts to rationalise his neglect of Sabarmati were unconvincing. He 

was frequently absent from the Ashram for long periods, attending to the many 

concerns of his political and non-political work. His guiding spirit and 

voluminous correspondence alone were not sufficient to inspire many 

ashramites to maintain the high standards of behaviour expected of them. 

Though Gandhi's concept of ashramic life did not differ significantly from the 

Vedic ideal, under the Vedic system "the pupil's membership of the family of his 
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guru constitutes a constant stimulus to the ideals to which he is dedicated, 

while it also operates as a protective sheath, shutting out unwholesome 

influences".47 

It is the word "constant" that highlights the main flaw in the method employed 

at Sabarmati, and which indicates the contradiction in Gandhi's contention that 

his was a parental role in the Ashram.An essential part of good parenthood and 

good education is consistent and stimulative interaction between the parent 

and child, between teacher and pupil. 

It is ironic that though, in Gandhi's view, community service should take 

precedence over the various political struggles he instigated as chief architect 

of the national freedom movement, in many respects his preoccupation with 

the political affairs of the nation had a disruptive influence upon the Ashram 

and undermined the development of constructive work in general. It was 

impractical to expect Maganlal Gandhi, and later his successor Chhaganlal 

Joshi, a Bombay sociologist, who were made Gandhi's proxies in the Ashram, to 

provide thelevelofinspiration and guidance so essential to the smooth 

functioning of the diverse community. In the face of criticisms from without 

and within Gandhi revealed his frustration with the experiment. On one 

occasion, in reply to the head of an ashram who had advised himtoremainat 

Sabarmati and endeavour to perfect itsoperation, Gandhi said: "I would love to 

doit. The external political activity is not of my seeking. I, therefore, cannot 

give it up of my will. If God desires that I should develop the Ashram by being 

in it, He will make my way clear. If it is a real organic growth, I know that it 

will continue to make progress whether I am in it or outside. After all, if any 

such institution has to depend upon one man's existence on earth, it has to 

perish with him, but if it is to be of a permanent character, it must depend for 

its existence upon its own independence and internal vitality."48 Thus at times 

he would deny the importance of his role in the Ashram, but on other occasions 

would lament his inability to devote more time to its running. Whatever his 

thoughts were, there is no doubt that he was discontented with its progress. "If 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 125 

I was to lay the foundation of theSatyagraha Ashram today, I would organise 

itdifferently in the light of my experience to date", he said in 1925.49 

The Ashram's valuable contribution to the development of Gandhi's constructive 

work programme was always overshadowed to some degree by the problems 

that plagued the small community. He was alerted to the superficiality of 

community spiritatSabarmatiasearlyasinl918, when his nephew Prabhudas 

complained that the Ashram, in Gandhi's absence, appeared lifeless. Gandhi 

replied, "It would bea sad state of affairs, indeed, if it were my physical 

presence alone which lent the Ashram its life, for the mere body is bound to 

perish."50 Yet his nephew's assessment was accurate. 

The level of harmony attained at Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm, where Gandhi's 

European and Indian followers largely put aside differences of custom, religion 

and class to achieve a remarkable unity of spirit, proved elusiveat Sabarmati. 

He lamented the loss of his South African confidants in a letter to Sonja 

Schlesin in 1919: 

I must plough the lonely furrow. It often makes me sad when I think of all my 

helpers in South Africa. I have no Doke here, I have no Kallenbach.... No 

counterpart of Kachelia or Sorabji. Impossible to get the second edition of 

Rustomji.Strange as it may appear, I feel lonelier here than in South Africa. 

This does not mean that I am without co-workers. But between the majority of 

them and me there is not that perfect correspondence which used to exist in 

South Africa. I do not enjoy the same sense of security which you all gave me 

there.51 

India was notSouth Africa. Clear-cut issues had confronted the Indian 

community in South Africa, but in India specific programmes of action were 

undermined by the over-riding factor of a rigidly hierarchical caste system. 

Strict adherence to the concept of ritual purity, with its attendant prejudices 

and intolerances, seriously handicapped Gandhi's attempts to imbue the Ashram 

and related community programmes with a spirit of egalitarianism. In his view 

caste ideology sapped the moral and spiritual resolve of the people. The 

tolerance, spirituality and creativity which had once pervaded Indian society 
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had degenerated into apathy, bigotry, indiscriminate imitation and idleness. 

The same mentality constantly threatened to spillover into the Ashram. To 

guard against it required a consistently firm hand, which Gandhi found himself 

unable to provide: "I do not possess that power by which my words once uttered 

would have an immediate and permanent effect. I have to be near the persons 

all the time. I wish I could stay at the Ashram for a long time and supervise the 

work there. But God does not allow me to fulfil that wish."52 

Despite Gandhi's assurance to the contrary, Maganlal was relieved too 

infrequently of total responsibility for the Ashram management. The severe 

strain on Maganlal not only impaired his judgment at times but began to 

damage his health. Three months prior to Gandhi's return to the Ashram in May 

1925, after serving a prison sentence of twenty-two months for his role in the 

first national civil disobedience movement, he told a group of coworkers in 

Borsad that "running an Ashram taxes one's spiritualresources more agonisingly 

than discharging the duties of a Viceroy ever does".53 Of course he was referring 

to his own difficulties in conducting the Ashram, but he could have been 

speaking on behalf of his long-suffering cousin. 

In 1926 Gandhi decided to retire from public life for one year in order to rest 

and attend to the affairs of the Ashram. It was the longest period he had spent 

at Sabarmati since its inception. His decision at this time to register the Ashram 

under a trust deed and transfer the management to a committee of trustees — 

Jamnalal Bajaj, Revashankar Zaveri, Mahadev Desai,Imamsaheb Bawazeer and 

Chhaganlal Gandhi — significantly lightened Maganlal's work-load, but it 

appears his health was already irreparably damaged. Whatever the case, 

Maganlal Gandhi died during April, 1928. His death was a crushing blow to 

Gandhi and seemed to hasten the decline of standards within the Ashram. 

Numerous eulogies bore witness that the "soul of the Ashram" had indeed 

departed.54 But perhaps the most perceptive tribute came from Vallabhbhai 

Patel, who wrote to Gandhi in his forthright manner: "No one's equalled his, and 

he was the only person who made an incessant effort to carry out entirely all 

your principles. You sowed the seed of khadi, but it was he who from its 
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germination watered and nursed and tendered it with watchful care. For me his 

help was invaluable in connection with public work in Gujarat.... It has often 

occurred to me that today your principles are not making sufficient headway in 

the country because yourco-workers are soimperfectanditalmostseemsthat you 

should be born again with all your co-workers to complete your mission."55 

Gandhi could take little comfort from these remarks. Maganlal had never been 

an effective substitute for Gandhi in the Ashram, but his capacity for work had 

been an inspiration to dedicated residents. Mahadev Desai observed that 

Maganlal was in this sense "the noblest representative" of Gandhi at 

Sabarmati.56 

Toward the end of his life Maganlal had left Sabarmati to devote his energies to 

constructive work in the villages. Based on Gandhi's vision of an ideal village, 

Maganlal began constructing a model village in Kheda District and working with 

untouchables; activities that were close to Gandhi's heart and in which he had 

ultimately hoped to involve all adult members of the Ashram. With reference to 

Maganlal's dedication to the Ashramand all it stood for C. F. Andrews wrote: 

All the vigorous simplicity of the Ashram he practised in his own person. No one 

kept more true and faithful to its ideal than he did. He never relaxed its rules 

in his own favour for a single moment. Even in times of illness he practically 

tried to keep his own life up to the Ashram standard.... The Sabarmati Ashram 

ideal is not an easy one to practise in its entirety, and it would have been easy 

for one, with so many responsibilities as Maganlalbhai upon his own shoulders, 

to have eased a little his own personal burden of strict fulfilment.... Few 

realised at what cost hiswasdoneandhow unceasing was his sacrifice.... His love 

for the untouchables was nothing less than a passion. One of my last happy 

memories of him was a day in the flooded area in the Kheda district, where he 

was building the new model village. I watched him thatday dealing with all 

sorts and conditions of men and women; and my mind went back to similar 

scenes of tenderness I had witnessed during the Satyagraha struggle in South 

Africa.S7 
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Whenever there was an opportunity to remain for a period in the Ashram 

Gandhi invariably found his time taken up with writing, discussing political 

strategy with senior Congressmen and receiving a regular stream of casual 

visitors, the majority of whom came merely to take darshan and meet the 

Mahatma. He realised that stability would be achieved at Sabarmati only if he 

could givethecommunityhisuninterruptedattention, but hisrole in national 

affairs prevented this. He discouraged people from seeking him out without an 

appointment, but to little effect.58 During his year of 'rest' in 1926 he performed 

his daily spinning yajna, gave classes on his interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita 

and Ramayana and evening talks on subjects arising out of the everyday life of 

the ashramites. In addition, he edited Navajivan and Young India and attended 

to his visitors and correspondence. 

His advice was constantly sought on the various concerns of the ashramites. 

Maganlal's successor, Chhaganlal Joshi, and the management committee rarely 

took a decision without first consulting him. He found their utter dependence 

frustrating. In 1928, after a period during which he took up the chairmanship of 

the managing committee, he dissociated himself from the commitee. "I am not 

on the committee because I do not wish to remain on committees", he told a 

gathering. "Now I do not wish to take work by meansof authority—with iron 

hands—but through love, by touching your heart. By not remaining on the 

committee I want to show others who are on it that their responsibility is not 

less."59 However, he had little faith in this strategy. Experience had shown him 

that in the case of Sabarmati his stature wassuch that there was little or no 

means of devolving authority: "The virtual control of the Ashram however still 

remains with me and will continue to do so, so long as I continue to deserve the 

affection of my comrades."60 

Gandhi was placed in a difficult position. On the one hand he claimed that the 

strengths and weaknesses of the Ashram were no more or less than expressions 

of his own temperament, and that he was incapable of building anything 

better.61 On the other hand his energies were divided between such a 

multiplicity of roles as to make it impossible for him to ensure that this was 
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indeed true. He acknowledged the contradictory nature of his stance: "The 

Ashram is my most important creation, but I always remain away from it. I see, 

thus, that I am myself untruthful in my conduct. Is it strange, then, that there 

should be theft and immorality in the Ashram."62 

Letters received by Gandhi from people seeking information or admission to 

Sabarmati revealed the extent of the misconceptions held by the general public 

as to the ideals of the community and the rigours of life there. Many Europeans 

regarded Gandhi as a saint to be worshipped and unquestioningly followed, and 

a number of these sought to become his disciples.63 The most notable was the 

Englishwoman, Madeleine Slade, who was renamed Mira Ben by Gandhi. The 

daughter of an admiral, she had been introduced to Gandhi’sideas through the 

writingsof Romain Rolland, the French novelist, musician and pacifist. Rolland 

considered Gandhi a saint and his enthusiasm for the "Apostle of India" (as he 

referred to Gandhi) infected the young woman. She wrote to Gandhi, 

requesting that he allow her to become an assistant. He tentatively accepted, 

doubtless reassured by her willingness to spend a year learning to spin and 

subsist on a vegetarian diet before coming to India. From the moment of their 

Meeting at Sabarmati in November 1925, Mira became one of Gandhi's most 

loyal, hard-working devotees and regularcompanions. She cleaned latrines, 

learnt to spin and card, and gradually became proficient in Hindustani. Her 

relationship with Gandhi was unusual, alternately harmonious and discordant. 

Her excessive devotion to him distressed Gandhi on occasion, but he held up 

her dedication to work as an example to others. During separations Mira and 

Gandhi corresponded profusely.He found her unreserved opinions and 

perceptions useful. She was largely unimpressed with Sabarmati and the bulk of 

the ashramites, and keptGandhi informed of her misgivings when she was there. 

Like Gandhi, she found the selective ashram at Wardha more in tune with his 

ideals and told him so. 

However, as a rule, Gandhi discouraged overseas applicants who sought to 

make a long-term commitment to him. He also did his utmost to remove 

misconceptions held by Indian applicants. Several wanted to join in order to 
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pursue literary or philosophical studies. One wished to send a delinquent child 

to Sabarmati for rehabilitation, and yet another advised Gandhi as late as in 

1925 to establish a society of servants along the lines of the Servants of India 

Society, which must have particularly pained him. 64Yet, despite his efforts to 

discourage unsuitable applicants, atSabarmati rule violation, laxity and petty 

bickerings remained the norm. Asare result it wasdecided in June 1928 not to 

admitany new members to the Ashram, except under special circumstances,65 

but this did not resolve the internal situation. By the end of 1929 Gandhi's 

patience was clearly exhausted: 

Our Ashram is not an asylum for the infirm and the crippled. There grown-up 

men and women have come together inspired by a certain ideal.... If those who 

have thus voluntarily come together do not observe the rules which they 

themselves have made and if we tolerate that, I think we are traitors to 

dharma and society.66 

The behavioural lapses at Sabarmati were innumerable, but there were areas of 

particular concern to Gandhi. One was the maintenance of the common 

kitchen, which for him symbolised communal harmony and unity. In reality the 

kitchen issue crystallised the underlying tensions running through the 

community Initially the kitchen had been variously managed by Maganlal 

Gandhi, Vinoba Bhave, Chotelal Jain and Gandhihimself, but later the Ashram 

women were given the responsibility. The task wasassigned to them not 

because it was part of their traditional role in the home, but in order to break 

down the ingrained prejudices within their ranks to working and eating 

alongside members of different religions and castes. Gandhi was particularly 

concerned to awaken the women of India to a consciousness of their personal 

strength and social responsibility. He explained to the Ashram women: "My idea 

is this: A man should remain a man and yet should become woman; similarly a 

woman should remain a womanand yetbecome man. Thismeans thatman should 

cultivate the gentleness and the discrimination of woman; and woman should 

cast off her timidity and become brave and courageous."67 He taught them that 
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work in the kitchen, cleaning latrines, in fact the performance of any manual 

labourby way of service to others, was the purest form of yajna. 

The women were slow to assimilate his teachings. For many years it was found 

impossible to run a common kitchen managed by them. Separate kitchens were 

operated, ostensibly for the sake ofconveniencebutactually because of lack of 

co-operation among the women. Many of the women refused to undertake 

sanitary work and were irregular in their attendance at prayer sessions, which 

Gandhi described as a "hotchpotch of something Eastern and something 

Western". He later admitted to Mira68 that he too failed to enter into the spirit 

of devotion at prayer times, and agreed with another European woman who 

described the prayer meetings as "formal" and "soulless". The formality of the 

prayer sessions was compounded by the practice of calling a roll at the 

completion of the evening session in order to register the daily spinningtally of 

each ashramite." A number of the women clearly felt alienated by these 

proceedings, which were far removed from the traditional Hindu form of 

worship. 

At Sabarmati there were educated women and relatives of Gandhi who were 

dedicated to his ideals, but there were also a significant number who had 

merely accompanied their husbands. Often they had no notion of the aims and 

aspirations of the Ashram. These women presented Gandhi with a real 

challenge, particularly as his conviction grew that the women of India held 

within their grasp the "key to swaraj". He believed all they needed was the 

right encouragement and direction. From 1926 he corresponded regularly with 

the Ashram women during his absences,reproving when necessary, encouraging 

them at all times, and devoting progressively more of his time and energy to 

their education.70 

Gandhi was at ease in the company of women, and inspired in many a sense of 

their own strength and dignity as individuals. The women at Sabarmati never 

fulfilled his high expectations, but his faith in their potential was sustained by a 

measure of success. Ashram women had been in the fore front of Gandhi's 

community work from the time of the Champaran struggle. The example they 
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set was revolutionary, especially in Bihar which was a stronghold of the purdah 

system. Many of the ashrams subsequently established all over India were 

managed by women. Gandhi's ideas and activities had created a new dimension 

for their involvement in community work and political activity. Pyarelal recalls 

that though many young men lost direction during the various satyagraha 

campaigns the bulk of the women remained nonviolent.71 In her foreword to 

Gandhi's Women and Social Justice, Amrit Kaur has written: 

In his own institutions and programme of work he has paid equal attentionand 

given equal place to girlsand women. There isanairof freedom and self-

confidence in the girlsand women who have lived with him or been under his 

care whether in Sabarmati or Sevagram or elsewhere, which is a joy to behold 

and rarely visible in Indian society elsewhere.... The Spinners' Association, the 

child of his creation which is perhaps nearest his heart, is in essence a women's 

association.72 

Several women at Sabarmati managed the Ashram store for a period, many 

became involved in flood relief operations, and the majority contributed in 

some way to the khadi programme. Towards the end of the 1920s the 

community kitchen was resurrected by the women, but on condition that they 

be allowed to prepare both spiced and unspiced food. Gandhi's interpretation 

of the vow to control the palate did not allow for the use of spices, but it was a 

concession he was willing to make for the sake of communal harmony. 

However, the divisive practice of operating separate kitchens continued, and it 

proved difficult to dispense with employed labour in the common kitchen. 

Despite the tendency of the Ashram women to form cliques and quarrel among 

themselves, ultimately many did contribute in varying degrees to the 

maintenance and development of the Ashram work programmes; and by so 

doing contravened orthodox customs and rules laid down for women. To some 

extent Gandhi's gentle methods of persuasion thus bore fruit but he was far 

from satisfied with the progress of the Ashram women. However, women were 

subsequently to play a vital role in many areas of theGandhian developmental 
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and political programmes as a result of his educational efforts in the Ashram 

and elsewhere. 

A disruptive factor at Sabarmati was the high incidence of rule violation. Vows 

pertaining to Ashram observances such as control of palate, non-possession, 

non-stealing were frequently broken, but it was Gandhi's insistence that all 

members of the Ashram, young and old, married and unmarried, observe 

brahmacharya which aroused the greatest controversy. His reliance on vows 

stemmed from his belief that absolute principles could not be upheld in either 

society or politics unless an ever-increasing body of community servants 

accepted ascetic idealsas the basis for all their actions. In this sense absolute 

vows became matrices of self- discipline and self-purification. By strict 

observance of vows Gandhi sought to demonstrate to his followers and society 

at large that active involvement in society and politics did not preclude the 

pursuit of personal salvation, provided service was the sole aim of social and 

political activism. Gandhi had declared early in his career that he would 

attempt to introduce a religious asceticism into society and politics. "Most 

religious men I have met are politicians in disguise," he remarked to Polak on 

one occasion, "I, however, who wear the guise of a politician, am at heart a 

religious man."73 

The central question here is whether Gandhi correctly assumed that the way of 

total detachment and sublimation was valid for everyone seeking to serve 

society. He warned against the taking of vows that were beyond one's capacity, 

but he did not explain how one was to measure this. The failure of many 

residents at Sabarmati to observe their vows appears to indicate that without 

the requisite detachment and strength of character an individual's taking of 

absolute vows can be self-defeating. Such failure can lead to either self-

abandonment and dissolution or rigidity of response and dogmatism. C. F. 

Andrews told Gandhi that it was especially wrong to encourage immature and 

growing people to take absolute vows: "Verbal consistency may be only a lower 

form of truth, not truth itself. It may even overshadow the truth and obscure 

it. For life is always a growth into something new and unexpected and 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 134 

original."74 After recognising the impediments to spiritual and moral growth 

which could arise out of "formal and mechanistic consistency", Gandhi failed to 

foresee that many of his followers were either unprepared or unsuited for the 

arduous discipline of observing absolute vows. They often did so merely out of 

blind obedience to him, and tended to respond to different situations with a 

ritualised consistency that undermined their personal development. 

Many ashramites found themselves unable to sustain their vows when 

unforeseen circumstances arose, and this, at times, left them beset with 

feelings of guilt and unworthiness. Violation of the vowof brahmacharya was a 

common problem. An inherent contradiction is discernible in Gandhi's 

unyielding insistence on rigid observance of celibacy at Sabarmati, acommunity 

made up of married couplesas well as young men and women and children of 

both sexes.75 The rule of celibacy is commonly associated with monastic life, 

and a community of celibatesusually of the same sex. Doubtless Gandhi had 

before him the memory of the Trappist monastery in South Africa when he set 

down the pattern of life to be followed in his communities. At Pinetown men 

and women lived together under strict vows of silence and celibacy, but the 

Trappists had undergone extensive training and rigorous discipline in 

preparation for their final vows, which were taken only after a heightened 

consciousness of their import and value had been reached. This was clearly not 

the case at Sabarmati. On the contrary, many residents seemed not to have 

understood Gandhi's axiom that marriage meant dissipation of energy and 

division of loyalty.76 

Gandhi soon learnt the difficulty of communicating his brahmacharya ideal to 

men and women freely intermingling beyond the confines of traditional 

obligation and custom. In several cases the only alternative available to him in 

order to avoid a public scandal was to arrange the marriage of the offenders. 

He approached these marriages with his usual pragmatism: "Though the 

regulations of the Ashram are strict, we are unable to enforce discipline. It is 

not easy to impart training in brahmacharya to young persons. Not that older 

folk are able to observe brahmacharya strictly.... We can't use force on the 
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young people whom we keep in the Ashram. It happens sometimes that 

marriages cannot be avoided."77 He treated the occasions as learning 

experiences, to be celebrated with the utmost simplicity and promoted in the 

columns of Navajivan and Young India as examples worthy of emulation. 

In the case of the marriage of his third son, Ramdas, the bride and groom 

consecrated the ceremony by fasting, performing tasks such as spinning, 

cleaning the well basin, cleaning the cowshed and watering the trees, all of 

which symbolised their unity with the whole of creation, and finally, reading a 

chapter from the Bhagavad-Gita. On this occasion thecouple wereof different 

castes and Gandhi declared that it was his hope no more marriages would be 

held at Sabarmati between parties belonging tothesame caste: "It behoved 

people in the Ashram to take the lead in this respect, because people outside 

might find it difficult to initiate the reform." He emphasised that the Ashram 

countenanced marriage only to the extent that it served as an instrument of 

restraint rather than of indulgence.78 

Yet another situation of this kind was tragically resolved when an ashramite 

committed suicide rather than face the consequences of his sexual relationship 

with another member of the Ashram. In addition he had embezzled money from 

the Ashram accounts.79 In many respects Gandhi's myopic attitude to marriage 

and sexual relations undermined the stability of the Ashram and the 

constructive work programme in general. He unfairly expected young men and 

women to sublimate their sexual urges merely by taking a vow, the practice of 

which was confined usually in the Hindu tradition to male ascetics able to live 

as hermits away from the company of women. Evidently many potentially 

dedicated community workers were confused and disillusioned by Gandhi's 

precept that human beings could choose sex or service, but not both. He 

assumed his own view of sexuality to be a universal truth and could not accept 

that for people of different temperaments a sexual relationship could be 

ennobling and lead to an awakening of social consciousness. 

The vow of brahmacharya was also responsible for other areas of conflict at 

Sabarmati. It must be realised that Gandhi’s experiments with co-education 
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and the emancipation of women were revolutionary in their Indian setting. The 

women of the Ashram were encouraged to "break the shackles" of the 

traditional purdah system and to set an example to other women by realising 

their strength and independence. The young were advised to differ from their 

parents should their conscience warrant it. Such aspects of Gandhi's teachings, 

and the ease with which men and women, boys and girls, intermingled at 

Sabarmati, outraged the sensibilities of orthodox elements in Indian society. He 

was accused of alienating children from their parents by having them take vows 

such as brahmacharya and non-possession before they were old enough to 

appreciate their implications. He was criticised for allowing so much freedom 

between the sexes, and of inciting others by the habit of placing his hands on 

the shoulders of girls in the Ashram.80 These and similar accusations made him 

extremely cautious on the question of brahmacharya. 

Measures taken to stem the tide of orthodox opposition to the brahmacharya 

experiments occasionally had adverse effects upon the Ashram. For instance, it 

was found that the rule of brahmacharya had to be relaxed in order to attract 

capable teachers to the Ashram. This led to the division of the community into 

two sections, the teachers' quarters and the Ashram proper. The division was 

inevitable in the circumstances but further highlighted the contradictions in 

Gandhi's approach. An "us and them" attitude developed that "poisoned the 

Ashram atmosphere".81 

Though the boys and girls at Sabarmati were quartered in different sections of 

the Ashram it was perhaps inevitable that what Gandhi euphemistically 

referred to as "errors" would occur. When he discovered in 1925 that a number 

of residents, children and adults, regularly transgressed the brahmacharya rule 

he undertook a fast as penance. However, it is doubtful whether his method of 

vicarious punishment profoundly changed the ashramites' attitude to 

brahmacharya. Indeed several of his closest associates criticised his taking upon 

himself the sins of those around him. For instance, Sarojini Naidu asserted that 

"it is only the personal and not the vicarious repentance of a man that brings 

him redemption and pardon.'82 
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Gandhi tried in vain to rejuvenate the ancient system of ashramic education, 

whereby the pupils left their parental homes and lived with their preceptors as 

brahmacharis. Few in the Ashram understood the implications of his 

experiments, and he openly admitted that the innovations he incorporated into 

the traditional system were fraught with risks.83 It would appearthat he 

attempted too much toosoon, and thereby greatly diminished the effectiveness 

of his experiments. 

During 1928, in response to misgivings he had about the direction the Ashram 

was taking, Gandhi decided to introduce several changes. Because of the 

difficulties experienced in observing the rules with a strictness implied by the 

name Satyagraha Ashram, it was changed to "Udyog Mandir" (or "Temple of 

Industry"). A numberof the Ashram work programmes were broken down into 

various departments within the Mandir, each with a separate management, and 

some ceased. It was a measure of Gandhi's dissatisfaction with progress "at 

Sabarmati that the original Ashram was divested of its external activities, 

merely retaining the open prayer ground as "its most life-giving activity". 

Though it was generally agreed that the rule of brahmacharya should be more 

strictly enforced, in other areas such as the common kitchen the rules were 

relaxed. Those who felt they could not accommodate the new changes were 

asked to leave.84 

The whole exercise represented Gandhi's attempt to put his own home in order 

in the face of long-standing internal and external criticisms which showed few 

signs of lessening. "The name Satyagraha Ashram has so many sacred 

associations," he told the public, "that only the hope of reverting to it intact 

has reconciled us to the change of name to the extent indicated."85 If indeed he 

was convinced of this possibility after a period of reconstruction and 

reinvigoration, he was mistaken. Several incidents in the subsequent year 

destroyed whatever hopes he had of restoring Sabarmati as a dynamic symbol 

of national unity and community service. 

What distressed Gandhi most was the revelation that hiscousin, Chhaganlal 

Gandhi, who had been intimately associated with his community work since the 
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establishment of the Phoenix Settlement in South Africa, was found guilty of 

petty larcenies over a number of years and had saved the massive sum of ten 

thousand rupees. The Bombay Chronicle reported that in the light of 

Chhaganlal's thirty years of service, Gandhi was perplexed by these lapses; "the 

working of the law of Karma is inscrutable".86Another of the incidents 

involvedKasturba, who it waslearnthad retained a number of cash gifts over the 

years for her personal use, which under the rules of the Ashram amounted to 

theft. She offered due penitence for what was termed an "aberration". The 

third incident concerned the seduction of a widow in the Ashram by a young 

man living there. Gandhi decided to reveal these incidents to the general 

public, much against the advice of Chhaganlal Joshi who feared their exposure 

would lead to a cessation of money donations and that departments of the 

Ashram would be forced to close. 

As was his habit Gandhi claimed corruption in the Ashram to be merely the 

reflection of the wrong in himself. It was a method he employed again and 

again to temper the attitudes of those critical of the Ashram and its members : 

If those who believed in me and the Mandir desert us after these revelations it 

will serve two purposes at a stroke. Both they and myself will be extricated, 

from the false position and I would welcome the relief and the lightening of my 

burden it will bring me. If all good men in the Mandir left it in disgust the 

problem would again be readily solved. Equally handy would the solution be if 

all bad men left the Mandir. Lastly, if I could bring myself to flee from the 

Mandir that too would be a solution. But life's riddles are not solved quite so 

easily. None of these things will happen.87 

From this point life atSabarmati began to deteriorate rapidly, many ashramites 

leaving in the wake of the scandal. Gandhi persevered, but in spite of his claim 

that the Ashram was purer for these revelations, he gradually distanced himself 

from its operation and appeared to prepare for its ultimate closure.He wrote to 

Chhaganlal Joshi: "I know that you find it difficult to stand alone. Do not 

believe that the dairy, or... even the weaving factory, should run in any 

circumstances. I have made it my profession in life to break up homes and have 
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felt no wrench in the heart at any time while doing so... I shall... feel no 

wrench in the heart in breaking up this Ashram and building a new one."88

 

The Salt March 

The proudest moments of Gandhi's communities in South Africa were realised in 

the throes of civil disobedience, which had proved to be the "acid test" of 

Gandhian asceticism. The extent towhich Gandhi and his disciples had 

cultivated non-violence and discipline in their lives was revealed for all to see 

during stressful periods of the satyagraha campaigns. He was certainly satisfied 

with his followers' performance in South Africa. Similarly, the Salt Satyagraha 

of 1930 brought credit to the Sabarmati community, and substantially erased 

much of the stigma of corruption and immorality that had become attached to 

the Ashram. While in many respects the Ashram had proved a hindrance to 

constructive work, in the sense that the demands of running the institution 

kept workers from devoting more time to constructive activities, the 

satyagraha campaigns at Bardoli in 1928, the Salt Satyagraha and subsequent 

civil disobedience campaign would have been impossible without the support of 

the Sabarmati Ashram. Gandhi foreshadowed this role in a speech to the 

ashramites one month before the Dandi March began: 

In the Ashram itself, you have enjoyed yourselves to a certain extent, but 

enjoyment is worthwhile only when you show your mettle and sacrifice yourself 

when the time comes. You must now convert the Ashram into a lamp of 

sacrifice. Those who feel themselves weak or unable to join the fight must quit 

the Ashram. Once you have plunged yourselves into battle, if you retreat, it 

will be a blemish on you and a blot on the whole fair name of India.89 

Workers from Sabarmati had taken part in previous satyagraha campaigns such 

as the Champaran struggle, the Ahmedabad mill strike and the Bardoli 

movement. Explaining the role of the Ashram to Motilal Nehru, who had 

questioned Gandhi's preoccupation with its development, he claimed that the 

majority of workers involved in the Bardoli Satyagraha owed their preparation 

in one way or another to the influence of Sabarmati.90 Bardoli, an area in south 
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Gujarat, had been first mooted as a suitable location for mass civil 

disobedience in 1922. On that occasion the idea was abandoned owing to 

outbreaks of violence in other parts of the country. In 1928, when Bardoli was 

to have its periodical settlement of land revenue, and the Government wished 

to raise the revenue by about twenty-five per cent, the people called for a 

public inquiry into conditions before the increase was levied. The Government 

refused and the peopleresponded, with the assistance of Gandhian workers, by 

organising and successfully carrying through a no-tax campaign. 

At Bardoli the Ashram had been involved indirectly in the struggle, providing 

support in the conduct of the campaign, but in 1930 Gandhi mapped out a 

direct role for his community. Toward the end of 1929 the Congress had 

sanctioned a renewal of civil disobedience and instructed its members and 

supporters to withdraw from the legislatures and cease payment of taxes. The 

task of initiating the satyagraha campaign and shaping its course devolved 

primarily upon Gandhi. Initially the question of which issue to focus attention 

on perplexed him. After six weeks of careful thought and planning at Sabarmati 

he laid out his course of action in an extraordinary letter to Viceroy Irwin. He 

outlined the grievances of the nation against British rule and then revealed his 

plan should the Viceroy refuse to negotiate on "the immediate removal of these 

evils" 

But if you cannot see your way to deal with these evils and if my letter makes 

no appeal to your heart, on the eleventh day of this month I shall proceed with 

such co-workers of the Ashram as I can take, to disregard the provisions of the 

Salt Laws... It is, I know, open toyou to frustrate my designbyarrestingme. I 

hope that there will be tens of thousands ready, in a disciplined manner, to 

take up the work after me.91 

On the Dandi March seventy-eight men from the Ashram were given the 

opportunity to prove their worth to the swaraj cause. Prior to their departure 

they were reminded by Gandhi of their vows and pledge to sustain the Ashram 

way of life whatever the cost: "This fight is no public show; it is the final 

struggle—alife-and-death struggle. If there are disturbances, we may even have 
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to die at the hands of our own people." On 12 March the marchers, whose 

names and personal particulars were published in Young India, formed into a 

column inside the Ashram grounds and began their walk to Dandi, two hundred 

and forty-one miles to the south. "We are marching," Gandhi told them, "in the 

name of God."92 

The twenty-four day march was a triumph for Gandhi's grassroots activism. At 

sunset and sunrise he held prayer meetings in the open, and for an hour each 

day the ashramites spun and wrotetheir diaries. In the wake of the column the 

local administration in many talukas collapsed, as three hundred and ninety 

village headmen resigned their posts. The number of marchers swelled to 

thousands, including businessmen and numerous women. The attention of the 

world was suddenly focused on Gandhi and his motley crowd of satyagrahis. On 

reaching Dandi he symbolically broke the Salt Laws by illegally gathering some 

salt, and thereby launched a massive non-co-operation campaign, including the 

wide-scale manufacture of illegal salt and measures that had been adopted in 

1921 such as boycott of shops selling liquor and foreign cloth. Many Ashram 

women played a vital role, organising picket lines and setting a courageous 

example in the face of police action. 

As the movement increased momentum Gandhi was arrested and thousands of 

satyagrahis were beaten and imprisoned, among them many ashramites. He was 

overjoyed tolearnoftheashramites' contribution. He wrote to one of the women 

members: "How fortunate you are. You got beaten and were also awarded a jail 

sentence. All of you have upheld the honour of the Ashram and brought glory to 

your sex."93 He was referring to an incident that took place on 21 January 1931. 

A baton charge was made upon a procession of women and girls led by members 

of the Ashram, who had organised a meeting in protest against an earlier 

beating of a young girl from Sabarmati. Though neither the procession nor the 

meeting was prohibited, the police struck with force. Gangabehn Vaidya, an old 

widow who was head of the women's section at Sabarmati and a member of the 

Managing Board, was beaten, and left drenched in blood.94 

For Gandhi it represented a vindication of his methods and ideals: 
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The Ashram women have immortalised themselves and the Ashram. Our prayers 

and the vows of self-discipline have borne fruit. Other women also have shown 

such courage.... But I have formed the impression that the special merit of the 

sacrifice made by the Ashram women lies in the religious spirit which inspired 

it.95 

Throughout the Salt Satyagraha and the subsequent non-cooperation campaign 

Gandhi placed special emphasis on the role ofwomen in the work programmes. 

The women who remained behind at Sabarmati were anxious to join the 

struggle. To console them Gandhi explained that all Ashram activities were 

interconnected, and that sanitation work and spinning were equally important 

as picketing. "For the solution of these problems contains the key to the 

solution of bigger problems," he told one of the women,” as in the body, so in 

the universe."96 To facilitate the uplift work among women in south Gujarat 

several women from, Sabarmati established the Anavil Ashram in the Surat 

District. 

At the time of the Dandi March Gandhi and a number of ashramites had vowed 

not to return to the Ashram before India attained swaraj. Those who did not 

accompany him to prison settled in villages they had passed through on the 

march and offered their services to the people. The constructive work done 

during the political struggle in many respects laid the foundation for the 

concerted village programme launched by Gandhi in the early 1930s. The 

ashramites had come a long way from the time when they were afraid to 

venture into the villages. 

While Gandhi was in Yervada Gaol which he referred to as "Yervada Mandir" the 

bond between himself and the ashramites was sustained through a series of 

letters, in which he discussed at length the various Ashram observances.97 After 

his release from prison in January 1931 he visited the Ashram on a number of 

occasions, and settled for a period in a nearby bungalow. He was accused of 

breaking his vow not to return to Sabarmati but dismissed this as fatuous 

criticism.98 In one sense he created an awkward situation for himself by taking 

the vow before India gained her freedom. No doubt at the time of the Salt 
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March he was relieved to have an opportunity of dissociating himself from the 

Ashram. However, during the struggle the ashramites performed creditably, 

and renewed his faith in the worthiness of the Sabarmati experiment. But now 

he was unable to settle there without attracting the attention of a host of 

critics. The problem was compounded when a number of residents who had also 

taken the vow were allowed by him to re-settle in the Ashram. He refuted the 

suggestion that they had returned because life was easier inside the Ashram.99 

The halcyon days following his release from detention soon ended as he was 

drawn back into the political arena. The ashramites were left somewhat 

directionless while he attendedto the problems surrounding the Gandhi-Irwin 

Settlement and the subsequent Round Table Conference in London. "I am not 

living in the Ashram, either physically or mentally," he wrote to Chhaganlal 

Joshi, "and therefore, think very little about it."100 The Conference failed to 

achieve anything of substance. One week after his return to India on 28 

December 1931 he was again ensconced in Yervada Gaol, and remained there 

until May 1933. He kept up a steady stream of correspondence with ashramites, 

particularly PremaBehn Kantak, who had taken up responsibility for the 

women's section, and Narandas Gandhi, who had replaced Chhaganlal Joshi as 

Secretary of the Managing Board. When the Government allowed him to select 

prospective visitors from Sabarmati whoin his opinion were "non-political", he 

replied: "If by political are meant those who have been heretofore imprisoned 

as civil resistors or are believers in the doctrine of civil resistance then there is 

no non-political inmates in the Ashram."101 

The population of the Ashram had considerably diminished by 1932. There 

remained a few adults to supervise the children and the surviving industrial 

activities. Gandhi was primarily concerned that rules continued to be observed 

and standards maintained. He received innumerable queries from the members 

concerning the function of the Ashram and their role in it, all of which revealed 

the extent of misconception among his followers concerning the ideals he stood 

for. Yet Gandhi was resigned to the failings of the Ashram and seemed satisfied 

that it served its purpose: "I derive some satisfaction," he wrote, "from the 
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thought that every one of the three Ashrams which I have established served or 

has served its immediate aim."102 

Gandhi continued to proffer advice on every aspect of Ashram life. He wrote to 

the ashramites of ideal situations and received in turn reports that expressed 

confusion and conflict. Mira Behn was particularly vehement in her criticism of 

behaviour in the Ashram, believing it to be rife with "deception and 

unnaturalness". "I have the impression that nowadays the Ashram is being run 

by force", she wrote to Gandhi, "this force has produced a fine outward 

appearance it is true, but underneath how much bitterness, backbiting and 

hypocrisy one finds."103 Among other thingsGandhi learnt ofageneral laxity 

towards the daily spinning yajna, the occasional failure of inmates to observe 

the rule ofbrahmacharya and the unsettling influence of certain dominant 

personalities.104 Though he denied that his intention was to disband the Ashram 

at the earliest opportunity, there are indications that he was considering the 

step. 

Shut away from political activities Gandhi began to devote more of his thought 

to village work and the uplift of India's disadvantaged communities. In an effort 

to encourage ashramites to spread out into the villages and take up khadi work 

and promote the removal of untouchability, he explained that the ashramic 

pattern was not confined to Sabarmati and its many offshoots,but could be 

duplicated anywhere provided the Ashram rules were observed. He requested 

ashramites who had left Sabarmati to inform him of the difficulties they 

encountered in observing the rules. "Those who live outside the Ashram but 

follow its rules really livein the Ashram itself," he wrote to Narandas Gandhi. 

"On the other hand those who live in the Ashram but follow its rules unwillingly 

and only in their letter, and who in their thoughts live outside the Ashram, do 

not really live in the Ashram."105 To facilitate the organisation of village 

workers on a national basis, he also asked Narandas Gandhi to prepare a 

register of persons who had received training at Sabarmati from the time of its 

establishment. 
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During September 1932 Gandhi undertook a six day fast (known as the "Epic 

Fast") to discourage untouchables under the leadership of Dr. Ambedkar from 

seeking separate political representation. Ambedkar, the spokesman for the 

untouchables at the Round Table Conference, had favoured the British plan 

which envisaged that the fifty or sixty million untouchables should have their 

own electorate distinct from the Hindus. Gandhi believed this would be 

divisive, counter-productive and perpetuate the status of the down-trodden 

classes. While he argued for there-absorption of the untouchables into the 

caste system, Ambedkar's view was that untouchability would remain so long as 

the ideology of caste continued to permeate Indian society.106 

Gandhi claimed that the aim of his fast was essentially to draw attention to the 

oppressive conditions under which untouchables suffered. Tagore described the 

fast as Gandhi's ultimatum "against that deep-seated moral weakness in our 

society." 107 Indeed, the fast proved to be effective. As news reached the 

masses that Gandhi was rapidly fading, many temples all over thecountry were 

opened to untouchables, and significant numbers of brahmins dined with 

scavengers, street cleaners and leather workers. In addition, roads, wells and 

schools hitherto closed to untouchables were opened to them. 

It was by no means a wholesale revolution, but the progress made convinced 

Gandhi of the need to absorb himself and his followers in the mammoth task of 

rehabilitating untouchable communities. With regard to the role of the Ashram 

in this work he wrote: "Even if the whole Ashram gave up its other activities 

and plunged into this movement of self-purification, I would not regard that 

sacrifice as too big."108 He now stipulated that all ashramitesbe trained for anti-

untouchability work. New volunteers were sent to Sabarmati for a period in 

order to familiarise themselves with the method of service adopted in the 

villages and to make contact with experienced workers.109 The Ashram children 

were also encouraged to contribute their energies to the campaign. Gandhi 

suggested that on Sundays they visituntouchable communities in the vicinity of 

Sabarmati to offer their services and to set an example of industriousness and 

good behaviour to their untouchable peers.110 
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Itappeared that Sabarmati would be given a new lease of life, but this was not 

the case. A spate of incidents during the early months of 1933 revealed the 

extent to which the Ashram had drifted from its moral and spiritual moorings. It 

was discovered that two ashramites in whom Gandhi had considerable 

confidence as brahmacharis had entered into a sexual relationship. The 

revelation distressed him. "You see how my hopes are being reduced to ashes", 

he wrote to Prema Behn Kantak.111 He had readily admitted the risk in 

expecting young people to observe an absolute vow of celibacy, but he 

responded irrationally on this occasion. He warned the Ashram children that 

friendships with the opposite sex were unnatural, and that "impure desires" 

should be confessed before their elders. Narandas Gandhi was informed that 

the "guilty" parties were to be treated as "sick" persons to be nursed back to 

health.112 Gandhi's ignorance of the nature of sexuality is apparent in 

theseexhortations. He was not familiar with Freudian theory and appeared to 

have no knowledge of the danger inherent in the repression of natural urges. 

Itislikely thatby focusing so much attention on the question of sublimation of 

sexuality he inadvertently made many young people consciousof their sexual 

desires. 

The Ashram was beset with petty animosities, jealousies and suspicion, but 

Gandhi's self-righteous faith in the moral and spiritual authority of his "inner 

voice" was unshakable. "Truth will stand," he wrote to Mira, "even if the Ashram 

is reduced to ashes and all my idols are broken to pieces."113 Reports received 

subsequently were even more unsettling for him. Hiralal Sharma, a naturopath 

admitted to the Ashram during the early months of 1933, found several 

ashramites to be suffering from venereal disease. He also observed that a 

slavish mentality prevailed at Sabarmati. Earlier Prema Behn Kantak had 

complained to Gandhi that the rules were too rigid and that he was responsible 

for allowing self-indulgent men to reside there. Or the other hand, Sharma 

claimed that Prema Behn exerted an undue influence upon many ashramites, 

including Narandas Gandhi, and was responsible for destabilising the 

community. Attempts were made to discredit Sharma, but the evidence 

suggests that much of his criticism was valid. Duncan Greenlees, an Englishman 
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who had volunteered for anti-untouchability service, was appalled by an 

incident in which an old man accused of theftwas beaten with sticks by 

ashramites, and he described Narandas Gandhi as a "mere businessman."114 

Moreover, he concurred with Sharma's view that the Ashram regimen was 

followed slavishly. Gandhi defended Narandas, remarking that he found 

Greenlees to be unintelligent and Sharma to be untruthful and impolite.115 

However, notwithstanding his defence of Narandas, Gandhi began a twenty-one 

day fast of self-purification on 8 May 1933, and encouraged the ashramites to 

do likewise.116 The Government released him from prison on the first day of the 

fast, afraid of the repercussions should he die in custody. He fasted with 

relative ease, but conditions at Sabarmati continued to deteriorate. Several of 

the oldest members of the Ashram Kad left after the Dandi March, and work in 

the various service departments had been greatly reduced. The closure of 

Sabarmati was now inevitable. He wrote to Narandas Gandhi, "from the 

beginning it has been assumed that the Ashram may have to sacrifice itself one 

day in this manner".117 

Though the closure was due primarily to internal problems, Gandhi believed the 

move would be useful as political propaganda. In July he claimed the 

Government was planning to takepossession of Sabarmati. There is no evidence 

of this, but since the Ashram had refused to pay revenue dues for two years the 

Government seized certain goods from Sabarmati and sold them in lieu of 

payment. In the light of this action it was feasible that the authorities may 

have planned to seize the remaining property. Gandhi announced the 

disbandment of Sabarmati and the decision of the ashramites to court arrest in 

sympathy with the thousands of satyagrahis and villagers who had suffered as a 

result of governmental action during the civil disobedience movement. In a 

letter to the Government he suggested that the Home Secretary take possession 

of the land, buildings and crops, and make beneficial use of them.118 Moneys 

and articles belonging to benefactors were to be kept in trust by responsible 

friends of Gandhi. The stock of khadi and contents of the workshop were 

transferred to the All-India Spinning Association, and the cows and other cattle 
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came under the auspices of the GosevaSangh (see below). Explaining these 

developments to the press, Gandhi said: "The disbandment of the Ashram would 

mean that every inmate would constitute a walking ashram, carrying with him 

or her, the responsibility for realising the Ashram ideal, no matter where 

situated."119 

In contravention of Government orders Gandhi marched with the departing 

ashramites, which led to a further short imprisonment, but the Governmentdid 

not respond to his offer concerning Sabarmati. After consulting his closest 

colleagues and wealthiest benefactors he decided that the Ashram should be 

converted permanently into a colony for Harijans (the name Gandhi gave the 

untouchables, which means "children of God").120 The new proposals drew a 

mixture of reactions. One correspondent argued that Sabarmati should be left 

to fall into ruins. Though many of Gandhi's supporters were bewildered by the 

disbandment, they generally approved of the new scheme. To dispel 

misconceptions concerning his attitude to the changes Gandhi published a short 

reply to the numerous queries he received: "I see nothing wrong in the Ashram 

inmates being without a permanent abodeand living anywhere contented with 

whatever comes their way. When everything is over, we may set up another 

Ashram; that is the only proper course for us."121 

Sabarmati never regained its early dynamism nor was its role as an ashram 

revived. Several Harijan families came to live there and they were joined by a 

number of non-Harijans involved in the educational and developmental 

institutions that grew out of the original work departments of the Ashram. 

Initially the management of Sabarmati was handed over to the Harijan Sevak 

Sangh, an organisation founded in 1933 to promote and organise the service of 

untouchables, but as the activities of the different institutions expanded it was 

found necessary to form separate trusts.122 

Shrouded in greenery, the original Ashram is today a quiet haven amidst the 

noise, dust and bustle of the rapidly growing city of Ahmedabad. Once a semi-

rural area, Sabarmati is now surrounded by urban development. Many of the 

early buildings, i.e. those not set aside for the museum, still hum with the 
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sounds of Gandhian activities, but a sense of corporate unity is missing. Each 

institution has itsown management hierarchy, and functions in its own way, 

apparently unconcerned with the affairs of the other institutions that dot the 

Sabarmati landscape. No doubt Gandhi would be saddened to find the Ashram 

transformed into a museum and shrine; a static symbol whose purpose is 

primarily to inspire national sentiment in the many visitors. Every corner of 

Sabarmati is permeated with this sentiment, but the meticulously maintained 

original buildings, the well-trimmed lawns and hedges, and museum and library 

all tend to obscure the raison d'etre for the establishment of Sabarmati as a 

vehicle for national service. 

 

The Work Programme 

In South Africa Gandhi had read Romesh C. Dutt's Economic History of India 

(1902 - 1904), which held that one of the major factors contributing to the 

increase of poverty in India under British rule was the deliberate destruction of 

indigenous cottage industries and handicrafts. For instance, by monopolising 

the marketing of cloth in Bengal from the eighteenth century the East India 

Company virtually enslaved the artisan weavers of Bengal. Whilst the Company's 

profits from the cloth trade were enormous, the weavers were increasingly 

forced to engage in farming to supplement their meagre income. As Bengal 

owed much of its prosperity to artisan and peasant manufactures, the policies 

of the British led to the growing impoverishment of village society. This pattern 

was also repeated in other parts of India. "Directcoercionpractised by the 

administrative and police bodies of the East India Company," observes V. I. 

Pavlov, "and the binding of artisans through the Company's buyers-up and 

brokers was also common practice in other regions occupied by the British."123 

However, unlike Dutt and other radicals, Gandhi did not see the 

industrialisation of India under state ownership as a panacea for the damaging 

effects of British economic imperialism. For him the crux of the problem was 

what to do for a country where masses of people were denied the basic 

necessities of life because they were idle for four to six months each year. Soon 
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after the Ashram was permanently settled he was arguing that if India was to 

prosper she would have to be self-sufficient in cloth. This would involve a 

programme aimed at inducing the villagers to supplement their slim resources 

by utilising the usual hours of idleness by hand-spinning, hand-weaving or any 

of the other occupations which contribute to the manufacture of khadi. His 

intention in thiscontext wasclear asearlyasin 1909 when he stated in Hind 

Swaraj that he wished to reintroduce the pre-British economy in Indian villages, 

where the "ancient and sacred handlooms had an honoured place".124 In fact he 

had planned to introduce handloom weaving into the programme of instruction 

at Phoenix, but the idea never came to fruition. 

Gandhi was not the only commentator of the day who saw the dire need to 

revive India's waning village industries. The principle of swadeshi had first been 

utilised as a political weapon during the agitation over the partition of Bengal 

in 1905. Surendranath Banerjee, a journalist, and twice President of Congress, 

had rallied grass-roots support for the agitation with his call to boycott British 

goods and the instigation of a "Buy Indian" campaign; and in 1906 Congress 

endorsed swadeshi and passed its first resolution demanding swaraj. However, 

during the agitation in Bengal unscrupulous mill-owners and merchants in other 

parts of India, particularly in Bombay and Ahmedabad, took advantage of the 

ensuing demand for Indian-made cloth by forcing up the price and fraudulently 

marketing foreign cloth as swadeshi cloth. The mill-owners argued that it was 

simply the law of supply and demand, a fundamental principle of capitalist 

economics, which Ruskin damned in Unto This Last as unethical and irreligious. 

To nullify the effects of such business practices Gandhiconceived of swadeshi as 

implying not merely the use of national products, but the use of local products 

in preference to those that come from a distance. He argued that such an 

approach mirrored the ancient village system wherein the artisan and 

handicraftsman made their product for the local populace and normally 

marketed the surplus in nearby villages. "Swadeshi is that spirit in us which 

restricts us to the use and service of our immediate surroundings to the 

exclusion of the more remote", he proclaimed. By implementing this doctrine 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 151 

he maintained that every village would be almost self-supporting and self-

contained, exchanging only such necessary commodities with other villages as 

were not produced locally.125 

Another to display an awareness of the problems confronting village people as a 

result of the destruction of village industries was Professor Lathe. In a paper 

published in 1915 "The Development of Village Industries through Co-operation" 

he observed that India was essentially a country where village and cottage 

industries had prospered until recent times. He claimed the only way crafts and 

industries such as agriculture, handloom weaving, oil pressing, sugar making 

and leather manufactures could be revived was through co-operation on a 

sound economic basis. Lathe cited the case of the hand loom industry, which 

had managed to survive despite crippling competition from foreign and local 

mill cloth because of the huge demand for coarser kinds of cloth among the 

poorer classes. As handlooms were admirably suited to supply this type of cloth 

he called for the ready availability of cheap raw materials and loans to village 

producers, together with the introduction of improved looms.126 

Gandhi began his programme to rejuvenate hand-spinning and hand-weaving on 

a similar basis. Research into the possibilities of simple reforms in the 

traditional handloom industry became a priority of the Sabarmati Ashram. 

Another aim was to wean educated youth a way from their obsession with 

government and professional occupations, and encourage in its stead an 

interest in the handloom industry as a patriotic service to their country. In 

Gandhi's view the craving for work modelled essentially on the British pattern 

had led to severe dislocation and alienation among India's educated elites. 

A further thrust of Gandhi's scheme involved assistance to those who had 

abandoned weaving through inability to derivesufficient income from the work. 

By the end of September 1917 the Ashram had sponsored five such families, 

each of whom had agreed to revert to weaving when the Ashram offered to 

supply all their yarn requirements. The woven cloth was collected by 

ashramites who paid the weavers cash at the market rate. Initially interest-free 

loans were made to the weavers to purchase yarn, which was subsidised by 
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donations from supporters of the Ashram. In the early stages Umar Sobani, a 

mill-owner and friend of Gandhi, provided the slivers of cotton, but 

subsequently the Ashram acquired the services of a carder. As the cloth 

received from the weavers was sold without difficulty on a strictly cash basis, 

the loss of interest on the initial loan wasminimised. During the formative 

period of the programme the Ashram refrained from any further contact with 

the weaving families, but it was planned to use this channel of communication 

gradually to gain their trust and improve the quality of their lives.127 

During the mill strike in Ahmedabad in 1917, soon after the Champaran 

satyagraha, the weaving programme at Sabarmati gained momentum. Gandhi's 

involvement with the mill labourers' agitation over their demand for higher 

wages represented an important phase in the succession of events that led to 

his leadership of the national freedom movement. It was also a catalyst in the 

development of the swadeshi movement. 

The first handloom had been set up at the Kochrab Ashram and a weaving 

expert employed to instruct the residents. However, as the weaver did not 

teach anyone the full technique Maganlal Gandhi used his natural talent for 

mechanics to master the weaving process. Others were taught the art and 

indue course more looms were required, and a building to house them. At the 

time of the strike the Sabarmati weaving shed was under construction and 

provided a useful source of alternative employment for many of the striking 

labourers. Within a short time the shed was complete and the Ashram ready to 

expand its weaving programme. 

Gandhi's intimate contact with both mill-owners and workers during the 

Ahmedabad disturbances furnished a wealth of knowledge concerning the 

industry. Moreover, the Ashram resolution to wear only hand-woven cloth made 

from Indian yarn heightened the group's awareness of the difficulties faced by 

handloom weavers. Initially the Ashram was unable to satisfy its own cloth 

demands. From direct contact with weaving familiesthey learnt the extent of 

handloom production, the difficulties of obtaining yarn, and of the fraudulent 
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practices of certain mill-owners. They also became aware of the harsh living 

conditions suffered by the weavers as a result of growing indebtedness. 

Gandhi's decision to introduce spinning into the Ashram programme stemmed in 

the main from two discoveries. Firstly, he learned that all fine cloth woven by 

the weavers was from foreign yarn, since Indian mills did not possess the 

technology to spin fine yarn. Secondly, by using and propagating cloth woven 

from Indian mill yarn he realised that the Ashram inadvertently became an 

agent for the spinning mills. Obviously as these mills increased their capacity to 

weave their own yarn, the handloom weaver was being phased out of the 

industry. 

He widened his search for a skilled spinner. His own efforts were unrewarded, 

butGanga Behn Majmudar, a widowed philanthropist he had met at the Broach 

Educational Conference in 1917, discovered a number of people in Vijapur in 

the Baroda State prepared to dust off their old wheels and resume spinning, 

provided they were assured of a regular supply of slivers and a market for their 

yarn. To begin with Gandhi relied on the mill slivers provided by Umar Sobani, 

but he realised that this was no more justifiable than using mill yarn. However, 

the resourceful Ganga Behn also found a carder and trained several youths to 

make slivers from thecarded cotton.Gandhi secured donations of cotton from 

Bombay business-men, and weavers from the area were recruited into the 

scheme, with the result that the firstkhadiproduction centre was established at 

Vijapur. 

These developments encouraged Gandhi to concentrate his efforts on the 

promotion of khadi. Maganlal was sent to Vijapur to learn the art of spinning. 

He quickly mastered the technique and within a short time had introduced 

modifications to the old spinning wheel design. His version of the wheel began 

to be manufactured in the Ashram and the quantity of khadi produced by the 

ashramites rapidly rose. Gandhi sought further donations from his wealthy 

supporters to expand the work, including the installation of sixteen looms and 

the provision of accommodation for approximately one hundred and fifty 

people in the Ashram.'28 
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The ashramites ceased wearing clothing manufactured from mill yarn, and 

launched a propaganda programme to promote the use of khadi as a symbol of 

national integration and freedom.Gandhi argued that khadi was the most 

practical of cottage industries since it required little capital, the implements 

could all be manufactured in the villages, and there was no shortage of 

indigenous skill in their use and manufacture. In response to the misgivings of 

certain mill-owners he explained that it was not his intention to have the 

spinning wheel compete with, or attempt to displace, any existing industry. His 

claim was that khadi offered an immediate, practicable and permanent solution 

to the prevailing unemployment and under employment in rural India. 

Gandhi was concerned that the Ashram remains in the forefront of khadi work. 

Women in Ahmedabad and adjoining areas, some of whom were untouchables 

and many of whom were previously either unemployed or wage labourers, were 

encouraged by the Ashram propaganda to take up spinning and weaving. 

However, Gandhi became anxious because the Ashram was not sufficiently 

prepared to meet the growing demand for khadi. Responding to letters 

received from friends, relatives and ashramites he would frequently reiterate 

his faith that khadi was the essence of swadeshi and thatalltheirefforts must be 

concentrated on its production and promotion. In a letter advising the widow of 

his nephew Gokuldas to join the Ashram he writes, "It is my conviction that any 

man or woman who produces cloth for the people will have earned the highest 

punya.n9 

As Gandhi himself was perpetuallyunder public scrutiny he learned to spin and 

did so daily. Moreover, he was adamant that the Ashram supply him with dhotis 

made from hand-spun yarn. His earliest definition of swadeshi cloth did allow 

for the production of hand-woven cloth from mill-yarn, but as the volume of 

hand-spun yarn increased and his attitude to the mill industry hardened he 

instructed the Ashram to limit its propaganda and production to hand-spun and 

hand-woven cloth alone. "Besides, the more experience I gain, the more I 

realise that machinery will keep us in permanent slavery," he told Maganlal, 

"and I find that what I said about it in Hind Swaraj is literally true."130 
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Towards the end of 1919 the Ashram was preparing to market khadi on a large 

scale. Dhotis and saris were being manufactured in marketable quantities and 

Gandhi sent workers all over India to seek out weavers and people prepared to 

spin. Marketing arrangements were settled with the old swadeshi store set up in 

Bombay during the Partition of Bengal agitation and with many weaving 

factories. Gandhi explained to the ashramites that anyone expecting to earn 

more than a bare living out of spinning and weaving should leave the Ashram. 

He used his journalistic ability to full advantage in promoting the khadi cause 

through the columns of Young India and Navajivan, both of which were edited 

and published from Ahmedabad.131 The reader was told that the Ashram derived 

no profit from the scheme and that extra earnings were either used to cover 

losses in the initial stages of the programme, reinvested in the scheme, or used 

to reduce the price of khadi received from districts where the cost of 

production was higher than elsewhere. Since the weavers were not paid a 

uniform rate throughout thecountry the Ashram subsidised those who received 

substantially less than others. It was found difficult to introduce standards 

regarding the width, quality or the price of khadi, but Gandhi asked his 

sympathisers to be patient and to view their support of the scheme as a service 

to the poor.132 

By politicising the swadeshi issue Gandhi hoped to develop an organisational 

infrastructure that would reach in to every corner of India. The thrust of his 

propaganda was multi-directional. Those with anti-British sentiments were 

appealed to on the basis of patriotism. To attract devout Hindus to the scheme 

the use and production of khadi was imbued with a religious significance. 

Gandhi referred to the adoption of khadi as recognition of the purity of 

community service and the need to foster a revolution in one's life. In his view 

the performance of such service represented a devotional offering to God that 

set the devotee firmly on the path to salvation. 

The thick and rather coarse fabric, which Jawaharlal Nehru described as the 

"livery of freedom", soon became the uniform of the swaraj movement. At the 

Nagpur Congress in 1920 the passing of a resolution concerning the promotion 
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of khadi was a measure of the extent to which Gandhi had begun to dominate 

the political arena. By concentrating political activity in the areas of khadi 

promotion and the removal of untouchability he hoped to link the politically 

neglected villagers with the aims of Congress. He observed in his autobiography 

that by passing the khadi resolution Congress had "established a living bond of 

relationship with the 'skeletons' of India".133 He warned Congressmen in 1921 

that they "must cease to be a debating society of talented lawyers who will not 

leave their practice", and throw themselves whole-heartedlyinto the promotion 

of khadi as a practical service to their country. In a climate of political, 

economic and cultural oppression he argued that the country had no faith in 

law courts implementing imperialist legislation nor debating assemblies that 

were corrupt and ineffective.134 

Gandhi was convinced that the masses were ready to take up production of 

khadi, but were handicapped by a shortage of experts prepared to train them in 

their villages. Though his exhortations induced many Congressmen to involve 

themselves in the khadi scheme, it was apparent that the majority merely paid 

lip service to the swadeshi concept. Moreover, in order to encourage 

businessmen to observe the boycott of British-made goods during the 

firstnational non-co-operation campaign following the Rowlatt Satyagraha 

(1919) it was evident that more than the expedient support of opportunist 

Congressmen was required. In 1921 he optimistically announced that swaraj 

was attainable within a year if the nation as a whole took up khadi work. 

However, before the year had run its course the impossibility of reaching the 

objective left him disillusioned and frustrated: 

I know that the real work is to inspire Congress workers themselves with faith in 

the spinning wheel.... The masses have that faith, but they want backing, they 

want expert training. Everyone is there to exhort people to do the spinning, but 

none to do it himself.... The degradation of India torments me so much that if 

India refuses to be emancipated, resurrected by the end of the year, that 

torment may consume me ...135 
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To induce clothiers to sell nothing but the home made product and to ensure 

foreign cloth and machine-spun cloth were not fraudulently sold as khadi, much 

depended on the willingness of the middle classes to insist that they be 

supplied with the local cloth irrespective of the price or the quality. In an 

effort to popularise it among the middle classes, exhibitions and competitions 

were held in many urban centres around the country during the non-co-

operation campaign. A wide range of khadi products were displayed and the 

latest spinning wheel designs and techniques demonstrated. 

Yet despite the massive propaganda programme the villagers and the middle 

classes on the whole remained apathetic to theconcept. Gandhi appeared to 

overestimate the potential effectiveness of his propaganda and the willingness 

of the middle classes to engage in khadi work. Though many people took up 

spinning and weaving, including many Congressmen, as the quantities of mar-

ketable cloth rose the tendency was to rely on the Ashram to supply spinning 

wheels and to market the finished product. However, the situation demanded 

the total decentralisation of the industry, such that by stages each province, 

each district, each taluka and ultimately each village should be self-sufficient 

in the production of the cloth and the manufacture of spinning wheels.136 

Khadi simply could not compete with mill produced cloth. It was more 

expensive than the mill product, it was not as durable, and was harder to 

clean. Gandhi accepted that there were many problems associated with the 

scheme, but he unrealistically continued to expect the middle classes to 

support khadi merely on a patriotic basis: "The incentive to use khaddar must 

be national for the middle-class people, and they are expected to put 

themselves to inconvenience in order to popularise it."137 

Toward the mid-1920s the ever-present danger of factional rifts within Congress 

had convinced Gandhi that the aims and ambitions of politicians were not 

conducive to the promotion of social and economic reforms. In order to secure 

the autonomy of the programme he formulated the idea of the All India 

Spinners' Association, its primary objective being to popularise the spinning 
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wheel and to step up production of khadi in the villages. A call went out for 

volunteers to assist in the task of decentralisation. 

With a minimum of prior training, Gandhi believed that a dedicated band of 

village workers could bring about the necessary transformation in every village 

in India.138 The ideal worker he envisaged would expect nothing from the 

villagers, barring clean water, so as to avoid becoming a burden on the village; 

he would humbly go among the people, not to order them and instruct them, 

but to set an example through service, even though he might receive nothing 

but abuse in return. In reality few workers met the ideal. There were many 

cases of village workers adopting a position of superiority in their dealings with 

the villagers. "Though we enlisted ourselves as workers," observed Gandhi, "we 

have become persons who take work from others."139 

In the face of growing criticism of the khadi programme Gandhi's village 

workers were often anxious to attain quickresults. However, there was a danger 

that expressions of impatience and frustration towards the villagers would 

alienate them and reduce their willingness to co-operate: 

Idleness has taken possession of the poor, because they have lost all interest in 

living. They will begin to take interest only after we have worked in their midst 

for a sufficiently long time. We may wait for full effect even for ages if we are 

satisfied that our way is the only way of solving the problem of the masses.It is 

because of our unbelief and impatience that often we run from remedy to 

remedy, nothing takes root and the position goes from bad to worse.140 

Critics of khadi pointed to the failure of the programme to capture the 

imagination of the people and unite them in a national cause. Khadi was an 

effective economic symbol but many were of the view that it did not 

sufficiently inspire the masses to seek political freedom. One correspondent put 

it this way to Gandhi: "I fail to understand your criminal apathy towards the 

political aspirations of the country. You don't go to the root cause of the 

dramatic failure of the non-co-operation movement. You will confess that it 

failed due to the insufficiency of teaching of the principles of ahimsa to the 

masses.... Logically then, the most momentous task at present, which ought to 
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attract your attention, must be of preaching and propagating the principles of 

ahimsa... Why then so much stress on an insignificant item, namely production 

and consumption of khaddar? This must have its place, but it must not devour 

others in the non-co-operation programmes."141 Gandhi did not agree, and those 

in Congress who supported his view that no changes should be made to the non-

co-operation programme came to be known as "No-Changers". They were 

motivated primarily by loyalty to Gandhi who was in gaol until 11 January 1924. 

However, Congress leaders who favoured concentrating the energies of the 

freedom movement on political agitation in the legislatures were in the 

ascendancy. These politicians, including C. R. Das and Motilal Nehru, came to 

be known as the "Swarajists". 

Gandhi decided not to oppose the Swarajists and advised the No-Changers to 

adopt a neutral stance towards legislative work. On his release from prison he 

withdrew from Congress activitiesin order to concentrate on work at the 

regional level, and to allow himself more scope to develop the Ashram's role in 

constructive work. He advocated the disbandment of the Congress controlled 

All India Khaddar Board, its functions to be replaced by the All India Spinners 

Association (AISA). The proposal was accepted by the All India Congress 

Committee in September 1925. In justifying his stance Gandhi declared: "No 

Congress can possibly resent a change in extension of popular liberty. What is 

more, the change, in my opinion, is in accordance with the requirements of 

those who have hitherto been identified with the Congress. For them, perhaps, 

it does not go far enough. I should be sorry if such is the fact.... I have always 

held that the National Congress should have no wrangling within its ranks and 

that there should be no unseemly attempt to capture Congress."142 

Gandhi was now in a position where he would not be in danger of 

compromising, and thus sacrificing, his principles to retain political power: 

Whatever special qualities I may possess... I shall be able to exercise more 

efficiently by remaining detached from and untroubled by, than holding, office. 

So long as I retain the affection and confidence of the people, there is not the 
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slightest danger of my not being able without holding office to make the fullest 

use of such powers as I may possess.143 

Another reason for remaining outside the Congress organisation was to ensure 

support for his political objectives from young radicals who accepted 

Jawaharlal Nehru's leadership but might have been unwilling to accept his own. 

From 1925 to 1929 Gandhi moved around India promoting the constructive work 

programme and consolidating support for community work. To the thousands of 

villagers who swarmed to his meetings in the Indian interior he was a saint. 

They knew little of the political situation or modern civilisation, but many had 

begun to worship him as an incarnation of God.144 Hefound the cult of 

personality growing around him repugnant, and was distressed to learn that 

some of his co-workers were encouraging the villagers' superstitions. He 

ordered them to desist,145 and endeavoured to channel the people's devotion to 

him into something constructive. He called on people to purge Hinduism of 

social evils such aschild marriage, temple prostitution and untouchability, and 

to take up the spinning-wheel. 

Gandhi hoped to awaken the educated classes to the need for an extensive 

uplift programme among India's disadvantaged communities. Addressing the 

Madras Social Service League in March 1925, he said: "I very much fear social 

service that is generally rendered in our towns takes the form, as Gokhale 

would say, of recreation; whereas if it should be effective and valuable for the 

people whom we serve and for the nation, it should be the chief part of our 

daily business. Social service thatsavoursofpatronageisnot service."146 

His obsession for khadi bewildered the British and the educated urban Indians, 

but they had not witnessed the poverty and degradation of village people as he 

had. Throughout the 1920s the ashramic life at Sabarmati remained an 

important point of reference in his efforts to inculcate a faith in sacrificial 

work among the masses. Khadi work retained its position of preeminence in-the 

affairsof the Ashram, as the spinning wheel continued to represent for Gandhi a 

dynamic symbol of social and economic progress and national integration. 
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In April each year, during the annual Satyagraha Week (later renamed National 

Week) which Gandhi instituted to commemorate the cause of national freedom, 
147 spinning marathons were held in the Ashram. Prizes were awarded on the 

basis of endurance and quality of the yarn spun. Exceptional quantities of yarn 

and cloth were manufactured at these times, since the wheels and looms 

operated day and night. The children especially revelled in the atmosphere of 

excitement generated during the National Week. In 1927 one of the boys 

recounted his experiences during a marathon spinning session in a letter to 

Gandhi: "I began to lose courage in the eighth hour. The hands refused to work, 

my head reeled. Much against my will I left the wheel and lay down on my 

back; but I could get no peace. Suddenly the thought of the Jallianwalla Bagh, 

the anniversary of which we are celebrating, came to me and with it the 

picture of those that lay bleeding in the Bagh for over twelve hours untended. 

Then my fatigue left me and with a bound I was at the wheel again."148 With 

their zeal and extra strength such efforts from the Ashram youth were not 

uncommon. 

However, in 1928, "the practice of having some wheels running day and night 

during the whole week was practically discontinued, it being thought that the 

process ultimately became a feat of physical endurance rather than one of 

spiritual advance".149 As a concession to tradition Gandhi did allow three boys 

to ply the wheel for twenty-four hours on the last day. Each year he would 

describe with unconcealed glee the achievements of the Ashram during the 

National Week in the columns of Young India and Navajivan. For him the 

failings of the Ashram seemed insignificant during this week of unflagging 

purpose which epitomised thekind of selfless action he hoped the nation as a 

whole would emulate. 

By the mid 1920s the role of the Ashram in producing cloth had widened 

considerably. Initially only the children had spun during a regular period, their 

yarn being every day noted in a register, but to enhance production the 

practice was extended to include all members. In association with the Gujarat 

Vidyapith (a national teacher training college launched by Gandhi in 1920 close 
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to the Ashram) and the AISA, training programmes were begun to instruct 

national school teachers in all the processes of cloth production, including 

carding, ginning and the maintenance of accounts. The shortage of teachers 

trained to teach crafts necessitated the rapid expansion of these 

programmes.150 

To facilitate the instruction of teachers and pupils in every aspect of khadi 

production acres of cotton were cultivated on the Vidyapith and Ashram land. 

In 1928 Gandhi founded the Khadi Seva Sangh which, in conjunction with a 

Rural Education Scheme begun at the Vidyapith, was intended to organise a 

vanguard of workers well-versed in all aspects of this work. A Khadi Vidyalaya 

was conducted at the Ashram for candidates selected for admission to the 

Sangh. After undergoing a rigorous training these workers were sent out to 

inspect the work done at established institutions and schools, to train teachers 

in their own localities and to establish rural schools wherever possible.151 

Despite these developments the attitude of the Indian public towards khadi was 

generally unenthusiastic. Clearly the work could not be hurried and there was 

no question of making the adoption of spinning compulsory in schools whilst 

public opinion was unfavourable. Moreover, without the support of the public it 

was difficult to secure suitable marketing facilities for the schools and to 

expedite the decentralisation of the teacher training programmes. In 

retrospect, even had the public responded with enthusiasm to the khadi 

propaganda, it is doubtful if substantial benefits would have accrued to the 

poor in the villages while the bulk of India's cotton growing tracts remained in 

the hands of large land-owners. When it is considered that "hand to mouth" 

conditions prevailed among the poor in these areas,152 it is not surprising that 

radical groups who conceived of the freedom movement in terms of a class 

struggle against capitalist exploitation became frustrated and impatient with 

Gandhi's methods. 

In 1928 Jawaharlal Nehru outlined to Gandhi his misgivings with regard to the 

efficacy of khadi work: 
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Khadi will grow slowly, and if war comes it will grow very fast, but I do not see 

how freedom is coming in its train. As I mentioned before our khadi work is 

almost wholly divorced from politics and our khadi workers are developing a 

mentality which does not concern itself with anything outside their limited 

sphere of work. This may be good for the work they do but little can be 

expected from them in the political field.... I think that western or rather 

industrial civilisation is bound to conquer India, may be with many changes and 

adaptations, but none the less, in the main, based on industrialism. You have 

criticised strongly the many obvious defects of industrialism and hardly paid 

any attention toits merits. Everybody knows these defects, and the Utopias and 

social theories are meant to remove them. It is the opinion of most thinkers in 

the West that these defects are not due to industrialism as such but to the 

capitalist system which is based on exploitation and others. I believe you have 

stated that in your opinion there is no necessary conflict between capital and 

labour. I think that under the capitalist system this conflict is unavoidable.... 

You have advocated very eloquently and forcefully the claims of the 

Daridranarayana — the poor in India. I do believe that the remedy you have 

suggested is very helpful to them and if adopted by them in large numbers will 

relieve to some extent their misery. But I doubt very much if the fundamental 

causes of poverty are touched by it. You do not say a word against the semi-

feudal zamindari system which prevails in a great part of India or against the 

capitalist exploitation of both the workers and the consumers.153 

Nehru did not go so far as young radicals who believed Gandhi had outlived his 

usefulness to the political struggle, but his views echothe sentiments of rising 

socialist elements in the freedom movement, dissatisfied with the Mahatma's 

over-riding concern for non-political constructive work. 

A further criticism of Gandhi's approach was that the total commitment to 

khadi work at Sabarmati handicapped the development of other activities 

required for the resuscitation of the villages. On one occasion Mahadev Desai, 

Gandhi's secretary and loyal companion, criticised what he believed was an 

unnecessary emphasis on spinning in the Ashram. In his view the preoccupation 
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with khadi hampered the overall development of the Ashram. Gandhi's response 

was typical: "I may not give up the spinning wheel, because I have come to 

regard spinning as a form of yajna.... The results of the spinning wheel yajna 

are a matter of faith. Has anyone observed personally that our spinning ends 

the poverty of the poor? But my faith tells me that it does."154 Mahadev, like 

Jawaharlal Nehru, was no doubt unconvinced by such remarks, but Gandhi, 

while broadening his reform programme over the years, remained true to his 

faith in khadi. 

However, several ashramites were usefully employed in other areas of work 

such as the cow-protection programme. Like khadi it was begun for practical 

economic reasons, but also invested with a special religious significance; an 

activity linking the secular with the spiritual. From earliest times the basic 

livestock of the peasant were cattle, used for ploughing, transport and food. 

The inviolability of the cow developed slowly, but over the centuries worship of 

the living animal, not as representative of a deity but in its own right, became 

a salient feature of Hinduism.155 Training in the rearing of cattle and dairy 

farming was an important part of the foundation of the highest knowledge for 

which the teacher or rishi of ancient India was renowned.156 

Gandhi's conception of cow protection included cattle breeding, improvement 

of the stock, humane treatment of bullocks, and the establishment of 

efficientdairiesand tanneries. Hefirst became involved actively with this work 

at Champaran, but there it failed to take root due to his preoccupation with 

the peasants' agitation. The Ashram programme, during the first decade, was 

confined to the maintenance of large numbers of cattle, which were kept for 

ploughing, for the manure they provided, and for their milk. However, by 1926, 

both a tannery and a dairy were operational. Gandhi sought expert advice on 

the management of these projects and ensured that sufficient funds were 

allocated for their development. He explained to Maganlal that the projects 

should be assessed "not from the economic angle but in the light of the social 

and spiritual benefits to the Ashram".157 
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To promote cow protection work nation-wide the All-India Cow Protection 

Association was founded at Sabarmati in 1927, but due to lack of public 

response it was disbanded a little over a year later. The failure of existing cow 

societies to respond to Gandhi's request for information and monetary aid was a 

measure of the neglected state of the cattle industry. It pained him that an 

animal sacred to the Hindus should be so ill-treated. Cows were tortured to 

extract the maximum milk, bullocks were left to waste away once they had 

outlived their usefulness to the farmer, or ended up in the slaughterhousesof 

Bombay and other large cities, and dead cattle were unhygienically disposed of 

by illiterate tanners with little knowledge of the potential worth of a carcass. 

Though the general public remained disinterested, substantial monetary help 

from supporters enabled Gandhi to continue the cow protection programme. 

Towards the end of 1928 the Go Seva Sangh (Cow Service Society) was founded. 

In association with the Ashram project its objective was to carry out extensive 

experimentation in ways to increase the milk yield of cows, to improve cattle 

rearing and breeding techniques, and to systematise the tanning of hides and 

the hygienic disposal of carcasses on a sound economic basis. 

The main thrust of Gandhi's scheme was to communicate the findings of these 

experiments to the villagers, and ultimately to assist in the establishment of 

dairies and tanneries on the Ashram pattern to serve the rural population. 

However, he had no illusions as to the resistance within the villages to his 

proposals: 

There was a time when appropriate changes could be effected in our 

civilisation and people accepted the need forchanges. As long as these 

conditions of progress were accepted, so long, we cansay, our civilisation was 

living. Now we believe that whatever is written in a book which is published 

asshastra and which finds its way into our hands is the lord's word and cannot 

be altered in any way. We must get out of this horrible mental death. We can 

see with our own eyes that there have been changes in our ways of thought and 

life in every age. Accepting this truth, cultured workers should enter the 

villages with confidence in themselves. It is necessary to accept certain general 
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principles; there will be differences in the methods of implementing them. The 

general principle is that we should produce or make whatever we can in the 

villages themselves.158 

Apart from the apathy and suspicion of the villagers and the educated classes 

towards Gandhi's proposals, the work was handicapped by conditions within the 

Ashram itself. The difficulty was not shortage of labour. On the contrary, the 

ashramites favoured the dairying and tannery experiments, the latter involving 

creative work such as the manufacture of small leather goods. The problem was 

that too many of them sought cow protection work merely to avoid more 

onerous duties such as spinning and sanitary work, thus reducing the efficiency 

of not only the dairy and tannery projects but the overall work programme. It 

was symptomatic of a general decline in standards of work and discipline which 

disrupted all the activities of the Ashram in the latter part of the 1920s. 

An educational scheme was planned to train students in the field of cow 

protection and a school was begun, but the programme faltered due to the 

instability of the Ashram. In 1929 the managementof the dairy was made 

independent of the Ashram to insulate the work from the problems plaguing the 

community. The project was still funded from the Ashram budget, but the rules 

for running the dairy were made the responsibility of its manager, who was free 

to employ men of his own choice. However, he was expected to continue the 

supply of milk to the Ashram, and selected ashramites were allowed to 

continue working on the project provided they met their other obligations. The 

dissociation of the dairy from the Ashram at a time when the disbandment of 

Sabarmati appeared imminent reveals Gandhi's determination to consolidate 

and develop the cow protection programme.159 

Gandhi wasawareof the importance of agriculture to a dynamic economy, but 

he encouraged Maganlal Gandhi's farming programme at Sabarmati only in so 

far as it enabled the Ashram to be self-sufficient in fruit and vegetables. He 

was more concerned to promote the benefits of fruit orchards than develop 

new techniques of farming160 Another reason for limiting farming at Sabarmati 

was the poor quality of the soil, which Gandhi had an expert analyse in 1917. 
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Potash was in small quantities and there was an absence of phosphates. The 

soil was suitable for fruit culture, but inadequate for grain crops.161 

However, the decision to cultivate cotton in the late 1920s expanded the 

Ashram's involvement in agriculture. The students of the Vidyapith and the 

Khadi Vidyalaya were the mainstay of the project; practical instruction in the 

science of cotton growing and optimum use of the fibre formed an essential 

part of their training.162 However, the cotton grown was not of good quality. A 

less publicised area of agricultural experimentation at Sabarmati was bound up 

with the sanitation programme. Gandhi had begun experiments in burying 

human excreta and converting it to manure at Phoenix. The work was 

continued at the Ashram, and was later enhanced by a study of organic farming 

techniques made by an American disciple of Gandhi, Richard Gregg.163 

Though Gandhi encouraged these developments he restrained ashramites from 

devoting all their energies to the work. In his view the Ashram should restrict 

its activities to work that complemented farming and enriched the quality of 

village life. Experiments with bread making and bee-keeping were begun, and 

in 1926 production of an animal powered well-lift invented by an agricultural 

graduate was started. Gandhi enthusiastically promoted the invention as "a 

boon to cultivators", but though he admitted the usefulness of simple tools, 

instruments and any machinery that eased the drudgery of individual labour, he 

also acknowledged that by virtue of inexperience the Ashram was unable to 

contribute anything substantial to the field of agricultural technology: "Whilst it 

is wrong to think that I dislike all machinery as such, I do feel that we are not 

competent judges of the usefulness or otherwise of machinery however small it 

may be for the toiling millions.... Let me tell you that in the Ashram we have a 

variety of simple machinery in the way of ploughs, grass-cutting machines, 

grinding-mills, etc. But I am sorry to inform you that not much of our 

investment in this line had proved profitable or promising. This has happened 

because we are all amateur farmers. And this is a judgement which I give you 

after an experience extending over a period of thirteen years."164 
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On the question of sanitation reform and the utilisation of human excreta for 

manure, both of which were linked to the removal of untouchability, his stance 

by the mid-1920s was that inaddition to a sustained educational programme 

some form of governmental action would be necessary,165 In view of Gandhi's 

opposition to State interference this appears defeatist, but perhaps better 

understood in the context of the failure of his propaganda to overcome public 

apathy towards theconstructive work programme. A reason for the failure was 

his vociferous campaign for the removal of untouchability. Though many saw 

Gandhi as a saint, mixing with untouchables, scavenging excreta and using it as 

manure, all of which was practised at Sabarmati, were considered irreligious 

activities by orthodox caste-Hindus and aroused their ire. 

By the end of the 1920s the removal of untouchability was given precedence in 

Gandhi's programme to alleviate the "triple malady" hampering village 

regeneration: insanitation, deficient diet and inertia. He conceived an 

exemplary role for the Ashram: 

The Ashram follows a kind of dharma appropriate to sannyasis. There a new 

caste or a new code of conduct suitable to the present age and in conformity 

with Hinduism is being formed. I look upon this effort as an experiment. If it 

succeeds, it will be treated as worthy of adoption. If it fails, it will have 

harmed no one.166 

However to achieve genuine reform Gandhi became convinced that the most 

urgent need was a mass educational programme to awaken within the rural 

population a desire to help themselves. 

 

The Educational Experiment 

While the four-fold programme of 1920 remained the focal point of Gandhi's 

constructive work, he placed special emphasis on the role of education. In his 

view a total restructuring of the Indian educational system in terms of the 

national genius would ensure that uplift of the poor acquired a priority 

exceeding all other concerns. He believed the rejuvenation of Indian society 
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would remain an impracticable objective while the middle classes and 

economic elites received a Western based education. Unless individual effort 

and social service were inextricably linked in the consciousness of India's youth, 

he feared his rallying cries would fall on deaf ears. 

Under the prevailing system, which was structured on the basis of an 

institutional hierarchy, the students assimilated elitist, materialistic and 

career-oriented values. The type of work for which the students would be 

qualified ultimately was pre-determined according to the level they attained in 

the hierarchy. Competition was fierce and because of the acute shortage of 

seats in these institutions, the system of selection was open to abuse and 

corruption. In Gandhi's view the co-called "liberal" pattern of education intro-

duced by the British reinforced the divisions and compounded the inequities 

which plagued Indian society : 

It has sapped the energy of the nation, it has shortened the lives of the pupils. 

It has estranged them from the masses, it has made education unnecessarily 

expensive. If thisprocessisstill persisted in, it bids fair to rob the nation of its 

soul.167 

He was particularly concerned that an educational pattern develop which would 

impress upon youth the dignity of manual work, the necessity of respect for the 

individual, and awaken them to the plight of the disadvantaged classes. 

During the early stages of the constructive work programme local action at the 

village level such as the revivification of spinning and weaving, was Gandhi's 

main concern. He appreciated its pedagogic and propaganda value, and though 

it fell far short of a comprehensive non-violent revolution he continued to 

believe in its efficacy. However, as the enormities of the task he had set 

himself and his followers unfolded, the conviction grew that a mass child and 

adult education programme oriented towards the needs of agrarian society was 

needed. The first target group of his programme was the urban middle classes, 

from whose ranks he hoped to attract sufficient numbers of community 

workers. 
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In many respects Gandhi's analysis of the prevailing system of education 

resembled the diagnosis of problems confronting Indian education made during 

the first stirrings of the National Education Movement in Bengal during the late 

1890s and early 1900s. Satish Chandra Mukherjee, a luminary of the Bengali 

movement, argued that the fundamental weakness of the system was its failure 

to relate the curriculum content to the realities of the world the average Indian 

student would have to live in. "For that world is still the old Indian world of his 

forefathers," observed Valentine Chirol,"and it is far removed as the poles 

asunder from the Western world which claims his education." Mukherjee 

complained that education in India failed to develop men able to come to 

terms with the pressures of industrial change.168 

The Bengali reformers were concerned with educating the people in 

preparation for something a kin to Jawaharlal Nehru's later concept of national 

industrialisation, while resuscitating the religious and moral values of 

traditional society. Gandhi also accorded high priority to the latter objective, 

but he saw no benefits accruing to the rural population from universal 

industrialisation. It appeared to him more plausible to work towards 

transforming India into a co-operative and self-sufficient society, without the 

loss of regional identity and traditional areas of production which go hand-in-

hand with social and economic centralisation. 

The importance of universal education as a means of activating the various 

elements of national reconstruction had also been recognised by Gokhale. He 

had advocated compulsory primary education, but his stance on continuing 

adherence to Western education was diametrically opposite to Gandhi's view. 

Gandhi completely rejected the Western pattern in favour of a syllabus founded 

upon theashramic method of ancient India. But Gokhale spoke for thegreat 

majority of the educated classes when he claimed that the advantages of 

Western education for India far outweighed its disadvantages: "The greatest 

work of Western education in the present state of India is ... the liberation of 

the Indian mind from the thraldom of old world ideas and the assimilation of all 

that is highest and best in the life and thought of the West. For this purpose not 
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only the highest but all Western education is useful."169 On the other hand 

Gandhi's belief was that India's salvation depended upon a resuscitation of 

traditional civilisation, a social and cultural continuity. On the subject of 

education the rift between Gandhi and the Western educated was 

mostapparent. The educated classes had no intention of forsaking the system to 

which they owed their status in society and their livelihood. Their opposition to 

his concept of national education hardened over the years and their criticisms 

became more trenchant 

Gandhi’s chief collaborator in his education scheme was "Kaka" Kalelkar, whom 

he had met at Shantiniketan in February 1915. Kalelkar had been educated at 

Fergusson College in Poona, where he came under the influence of Gokhale, 

and later joined Lokmanya Tilak on the staff of the journal Rashtra-Mat. From 

1906 he had been involved in clandestine political activities, which included 

working through educational institutions to train young revolutionaries wedded 

to radical methods. As his reputation as a seditionist grew Kalelkar was forced 

to assume a false identity and wander the country. The meeting with Gandhi at 

Shantiniketan proved fortuitous for both parties. Long discussions with Gandhi 

convinced Kalelkar that non-violence should be the guiding principle of his life 

and that he had me this guru (teacher) in the person of Gandhi, who requested 

Tagore that he "loan" the services of Kalelkar to him. Accompanied by his eldest 

son he joined the Ashram at Kochrab soon after its establishment. In later years 

Tagore would light-heartedly chide Gandhi that Kalelkar was a loan he forgot to 

repay.170 

Gandhi's plan was to establish a national school where boys and girls would be 

trained to serve their country. Surrounded by an atmosphere of simplicity, 

manual work and service, their training as potential satyagrahis would thus be 

inextricably bound up with Ashram life, just as it had been at Phoenix and 

Tolstoy Farm. Tagore and Gandhi shared a dislike of highly disciplined formal 

education, but their approach to the ashramic concept of education differed. 

The boys educated at Shantiniketan, in the words of a former pupil, "were a 

civilised, cultured type, showing innate good tasteand keen interest in 
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literature, music and art". However, he goes on to observe that the lack of 

formal serious education at Shantiniketan "frequently left its boys unprepared 

to meet the hard challenge of life".171 The methodology employed by both 

Tagore and Gandhi was non-intellectual and non-professional, but while Tagore 

cultivated the higher pursuits of cultural learning, seemingly at the expense of 

his pupils' preparedness for the rigours of adult life, Gandhi believed that the 

social and economic conditions prevailing in India necessitated the education of 

youth to be efficient instruments of public service rather than cultured 

aesthetes. 

Gandhi did not sympathise with Tagore’s idea that art and other cultural 

pursuits were a vital element of an educational curriculum founded on the 

"unity of truth", and need have no other purpose than as a humanising influence 

upon the child.172 Like Tolstoy, Gandhi argued that art should serve a 

distinctive social purpose asan instrument of moral rejuvenation, human 

integration and social organisation. In the face of abject poverty and starvation 

he saw little room for the pursuit and enjoyment of art in any form. In 1921, he 

wrote to Tagore: "I have found it impossible to soothe suffering patients with a 

song from Kabir. The hungry millions ask for one poem — invigorating food.... 

Whatever can be useful to those starving millions is beautiful to my mind. Let 

us give today first the vital things of life and all the graces and ornaments of 

life will follow."173 He instructed the teachers at the Ashram school to teach 

drawing not as a fine art but with practical objectives such as drawing maps or 

improving handwriting. He received support for his approach from an 

unexpected direction. Tagore's brother, Dwijendranath, was also critical of the 

method employed at Shantiniketan: "Rabi is taking a wrong course. He is 

creating an atmosphere of mirth and music around him while India is travailing 

to give birth to her new child 'Swaraj'. He is unnecessarily pouring water on the 

wide-spread branches of universal brotherhood leaving its root to wither for 

want of water."174 

From its modest beginnings Gandhi hoped to develop the Ashram project into a 

major scheme of education. He warned the teachers that the task would be 
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difficult and might require many sacrifices on their part. Indeed, he asked them 

to be ready to turn themselves into beggars for the sake of the school. 

Including Kalelkar there were four teachers, the other three living in the 

neighbourhood of the Ashram and coming daily to give lessons in Sanskrit, Hindi 

and Tamil. Instructors were employed to teach manual skills such as carpentry 

and hand-weaving. 

Just prior to the Champaran struggle in 1917 Gandhi outlined the objectivesof 

the school, which he foresaw as beingable to admit up to one hundred pupils, 

all of whom would be expected to pay their own expenses: 

1. To adopt a new method of education. 

2. To pay special attention tocharacter-building, theaimbeing that ten per 

cent of the pupils at any rate got trained for national service. 

3. To raise the status of the Gujarati language. 

4. To work for the spread of the national language, Hindi. 

5. To open schools of the new pattern in every place, and make this school a 

model for them, and for the Government as well, to copy. The aim is to 

have the teachers trained in thisschool who will then go to the villages and 

run schools there. 

6. To get the new pattern adopted by the Government. 

Ideally, the teachers were required to have a knowledge of Hindi, Gujarati or 

Marathi, the latter because Maharashtra was contiguous to Gujarat. They were 

also expected to be proficient in agriculture and hand-weaving, since Gandhi 

believed instruction in productive skills was an essential factor in character-

building. Another question he raised with the teachers was co-education. He 

reiterated his belief in its efficacy, but during the early years of the Ashram he 

was not in favour of common residence, arguing that girls should live under the 

constant supervision of their mothers.175 His experiences at Phoenix and Tolstoy 

Farm had clearly left him wary of continuing the co-educational experiment. 

However, later he did admit girls to the Ashram. They boarded in the women's 

section under the supervision of an ashramite. 
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The evolution of Gandhi's educational philosophy was characterised throughout 

by his attitude to practical and theoretical research. His work involved 

observing and classifying certain facts, experimenting with them on a 

sufficiently large scale, objectively assessing the results and subsequently 

drawing conclusions from them. A good example of this was the discovery that 

children were usually adept at spinning, and that it enhanced their all-round 

development. With reference to the educational valueof thetakli, a simple 

spinning device, Gandhi wrote: "It develops in the spinner patience, 

persistence, concentration, self-control, calmness, realisation of importance 

and value of detail, ability to do more than one thing at a time, making one of 

them so habitual that its control and operation are almost unconscious, 

sensitiveness, sureness and delicacy of touch and of muscular control and co-

ordination ... a realisation of the value of co-operative work, self-respectand 

self-reliance arising from recognition of one’s ability to create something of 

economic value useful to oneself, one's family, to the school and to the village, 

province or nation."176 

In 1920 Gandhi launched a major educational experiment by founding the 

Gujarat Vidyapith. As an outgrowth of the Ashram, the Vidyapith was 

established to serve a complementary function. Initially its aims and 

organisation were confused, but Gandhi persuaded Kalelkar and J. B. Kripalani 

to take charge of the project, and under their guidance it became a working 

proposition. Kalelkar set about making the students more village-minded by 

introducing spinning, weaving, carpentry and other manual crafts into the 

curriculum. To break down caste barriers a class for servants was begun. A 

Mahavidyalaya was established as a constituent college of the Vidyapith. Under 

the charter of this institution of higher learning a new academic degree was 

created equivalent to a "Bachelor of Rural Science". By establishing these 

schools Gandhi's idea was to institutionalise his protest against the career-

oriented system of higher education introduced by the British: "It... hopes to 

build a new culture based on the traditions of the past, enriched by the 

experience of later times." 177 Over the years many educational centres were 

affiliated to or recognised by the Vidyapith. 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 175 

However, the response of the educated classes to the aims and ideals of the 

Ashram and Vidyapith pattern of education was largely unenthusiastic. 

Moreover, many schools were later disaffiliated from the Vidyapith due to their 

inability to comply with the spinning and khadi conditions laid down by 

Gandhi.178 It was his view that they either accept compulsory spinning or leave 

the scheme. From the mid 1920s attendance at the Mahavidyalaya also showed 

a steady decline. On occasion students were suddenly withdrawn from the 

Ashram school or the Vidyapith when their parents learnt to what extent their 

children were required to perform manual work. The patriotic cause espoused 

by Gandhi appealed to many parents, but few understood his use of 

autochthonouscrafts toawaken theirchildren to thedignity oflabourand the 

importance of manual skills. He lamented the fact that many parents were 

inspired more by his charismatic role in national politics and his high standing 

as a man of religion than by his educational and developmental theories. 

Yet Gandhi persisted. By 1921 he believed in the necessity of incorporating 

industrial training, particularly spinning and weaving, into the school 

curriculum, and that in the process every school could be made self-

supporting.179 His enthusiasm seemed boundless. Calling for schools which 

upheld the dignity of labour to be established all over India he cited an array of 

statistics and figures in support of his claims. His strategy involved a 

reconciliation of town and villageand the elimination of factors alienating 

theurban worker from the peasant. 

His approach to education was denigrated as "anachronistic" or "retrograde" by 

members of the educated classes. "In attacking Western education and 

castigating lawyers and doctors, Gandhi was challenging the vested interests of 

his educated contemporaries, the very people who were the heart of the new 

politics, and controlled the Congress," observes Judith Brown. "It was hardly 

likely that they would find such an opponent congenial company."180 The 

pedagogic principles underlying his ideas derived from the ancient ashramic 

system, in which the salient feature was the pervasive influence of religion 

upon the total configuration of ideals, practices and conduct. Education was a 
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living expression of Hindu religious philosophy, a means of studying the 

fundamental truths of life, and an aid to detachment from worldly concerns 

and self-realisation. For Gandhi these were truths which permeated his 

educational theory, but to the bulk of India's Western-educated classes cast 

adrift from their traditional moorings, his ideas appeared obscurantist and 

irrational. 

However, as with other areas of ashramic life at Sabarmati, reality did not 

approach the ideal. From the outset the misgivings of the educated classes 

towards the Ashram scheme had been known to Gandhi. Commenting on the 

draft prospectus of the Ashram in 1915, S. K. Rudra questioned the wisdom of 

following strictly the ancient gurukul model, thus preventing the children from 

any contact with their parents, and he suggested the necessity of including 

science and cultural activities in the curriculum. There was opposition to the 

separation of children and parents, particularly from Salima Tyabji, and S. G. 

Ranaday described the scheme as a "backward progress and suicidal to our 

nation".181 Though Gandhi's criticisms of the prevailing education system were 

seemingly valid — i.e., not enough people were receiving education, there were 

great imbalances of a social and geographical nature, much of the education 

was irrelevant to India's needs, too many people were being educated to an 

unnecessarily high level at great cost to the country, and education was failing 

to produce attitudes conducive to the all-round development of the nation — as 

head of the Ashram it was his responsibility to fulfil effectively the role of the 

parent in the lives of the children entrusted to him. He found himself unable to 

do so and none of the teachers could be expected to substitute for him. 

Sabarmati could not realise its potential without Gandhi's undivided attention, 

and perhaps the clearest indication of the debilitating effect upon the 

community of his extended absences was Mira's description in 1929 of a number 

ofAshram boys as being "selfish, bad mannered and wanting in a spirit of 

service".182 

 

 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 177 

Conclusion 

In South Africa Gandhi had attracted a group of people who agreed to follow a 

simple, essentially ascetic pattern of life. The majority of settlers at Phoenix, 

and later at Tolstoy Farm, contributed in some way to his political activities 

and ultimately to the success of the satyagraha campaigns; the communities 

provided a cadre of dedicated workers prepared to support him in whatever 

project he undertook. In the light of his South African experience Gandhi 

arrived in India in 1915 determined to apply the ideas and methodology that 

had won gains for the Indian community there. 

The ashram concept was an essential part of this methodology, for it not 

merely provided a supportive community to develop and consolidate 

constructive activities, it also served as a training ground for satyagrahis. 

However, Gandhi realised that orthodox elements in Indian society would 

oppose his communal concept unless it could be organised on a strict ascetic 

basis; particularly so with regard to the important and revolutionary role he 

foresaw women would play in the running of his ashram and the freedom 

struggle in general. Thus the relative flexibility of the pattern followed at 

Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm was replaced at Sabarmati by a rigid ideology and 

code of conduct, which in many respects stifled individual initiative and 

creativity. 

Gandhi's extended absences, and his delegation of responsibility to men and 

women lacking his charismatic authority and organisational ability, undermined 

the stability of the community. Throughout the 1920s the image of the Ashram 

conveyed to the publicin the columns of Young India and Navajivan belied the 

petty jealousies and conflicts that severely handicapped its internal running 

and involvement with the constructive programme. Clearly, absolute vows were 

no assurance against human fallibility; the high incidence of rule violation 

indicates that few ashramites reached that level of detachment from worldly 

concerns required of them by Gandhi. He tried in vain to claim the failings of 

the Ashram as expressions of his own inadequacies, but his method of vicarious 

punishment won little sympathy from either his criticsor supporters. Moreover, 
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India was a caste-ridden society. Gandhi's efforts to imbue the Ashram and the 

constructive work programme with an egalitarianism alien to the Indian genius 

were frequently frustrated by a resurgence of caste mentality among the 

ashramites and other followers. 

However, Sabarmati did provide Gandhi with a cadre of political and non-

political workers, and in retrospect the high points of the Ashram correlate 

withthe satyagraha and non-co-operation campaigns. During these periods 

ashramites were involved actively in political and constructive work beyond the 

confines of the Ashram. Detached from the day-to-day management of the 

community, ashramites involved in the satyagraha struggles worked 

independently in the villages; for example, during the Champaran and Bardoli 

campaigns. Without Sabarmati and its many off shoots the satyagraha 

campaigns would have been impossible. Ashram workers introduced, in the 

words of Pyarelal, "homoeopathic" doses of non-violence amongst millions of 

people in this fashion".183 

The ashramic life fostered the discipline necessary to conduct a civil 

disobedience struggle at the grass-roots level, but the institution of the ashram 

in a sense "imprisoned" workers rather than released them for constructive 

work. In the case of Sabarmati, which depended on the donations of wealthy 

benefactors and other resources not produced within the Ashram, instead of 

the institution changing the environment it drew valuable resources from its 

surrounds. To run the Ashram became an end in itself, and it appears that this 

more than anything else convinced Gandhi that Sabarmati had outlived its 

usefulness. 

Sabarmati provided Gandhi with a workshop in which he laid the ground-work 

for the social organisation and economics of his envisaged village community. 

However, as the different elements of the programme developed they became 

unwieldy and impossible to confine within the Ashram environment. The 

experience of South Africa led Gandhi to duplicate and thence expand the 

Phoenix pattern at Sabarmati; the experience of the 1920s led him to place less 
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emphasis on the institution of the Ashram, and more upon the application of 

the ashramic ideal in the individual worker's interaction with village society. 
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04. The Village of Service: "India in a Village" 

Throughout the 1920s Gandhi persevered in his efforts to convince Congressmen 

of the value of the constructive work programme. They supported his schemes 

in so far as it enabled them to consolidate and improve their standing in 

Congress. Few agreed with his thesis that "political power is not an end but one 

of the means of enabling people to better their condition in every department 

of life".1 Congress work committees were formed to link constructive work at 

the village level to the aims of Congress politics. They proved to be largely 

ineffectual. Referring to these committees, Gandhi observed: "It became clear 

to me that the workers were in no mood to do any serious work of construction. 

The constructive programme lent no enchantment. They were not a social 

reform association.... They wanted to deliver "nonviolent" blows. All this 

appeared so thoroughly unreal. They would not stop to think that even if they 

could defeat the Government by a childish display of rage, they could not 

conduct the Government of the country for a single day without serious and 

laborious organisation and construction."2 

Though written in 1922 the comment is characteristic of Gandhi's attitude in 

general to Congress involvement in constructive work. In subsequent years he 

left the task of managing the Congress committees to Jawaharlal Nehru. The 

failings of the Congress, in this sense convinced Gandhi that the success of the 

constructive programme could not be dependent on the guidance and finance 

of central or regional organisations. By the early 1930s he was stressing the 

need for individual effort to achieve local reform and promote village-oriented 

activities. 

Congressmen gave lip service to the constructive programme largely to take 

advantage of Gandhi's political acumen. The Congress committees forged links 

with the politically-minded"sub-contractors", or local power bases, which 

Gandhi utilised to promote social reform at the regional level. Through his 

constructive programme Gandhi had attracted more people than ever before 

into political activity, thus allowing Congress access tolarge political resources 
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hitherto untapped. This re-vitalised the organisation during the 1920s and 

accounted for much of its strength during the period of direct action which 

followed the launching of civil disobedience in 1930. The regional power bases 

lad been so constructed as to allow Gandhi's politically affiliated supporters to 

take control of the Congress organisation during the Salt Satyagraha. They 

simply moved from the cities back to their local areas, enabling the 

organisation to withstand civil martial laws.3 

The formation of specialist social reform organisations had facilitated the 

decentralisation of the constructive work programme to some extent. Gandhi 

observed that "more effective work becomes possible through autonomous 

organisations created for specific activities".4 Yet during the 1920s the 

community work done atthe village level by Gandhian activists was severely 

limited in most parts of India. His regional representatives came from a wide 

range of educational, political and social backgrounds. Often they represented 

the interests of landed peasants, urban money-lenders and professional 

intelligentsia, and were disinterested in constructive work among the really 

poor in the villages. There were instances of local grievances being voiced and 

selfish interests being pursued, factors primarily responsible for local civil 

disobedience actions being at variance to Gandhi's guidelines during the Salt 

Satyagraha and subsequent non-cooperation campaign.5 

Disenchanted with Congress activities, and disappointed with the performance 

of the majority of his "sub-contractors" in the early 1930s, Gandhi stepped up 

his vociferous campaign to focus attention on the plight of the poorest and 

weakest people in the villages. He began to depend more on colleagues capable 

of organising mass action without the need for political machinery. These men 

normally lacked real power within the Congress organisation but had the ability 

to sustain mass contacts outside their political roles. Such people lent credence 

to the social reform organisations when they showed a willingness to 

concentrate their efforts on village work. 

The most influential was Jamnalal Bajaj, a wealthy marwadi industrialist, who 

had provided substantial monetary assistance to Sabarmati and other 
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constructive work. He became a member of thirteen of the twenty social 

reform organisations established by Gandhi, often acting as a restraint on the 

political careerists and a link between the "sub-contractors" and the secondary 

level of mass contact workers. Gandhi wrote to Jamnalal's friends shortly after 

his death in 1942: 

You are aware how intimate was the relationship between Jamnalal and myself. 

There was no work of mine in which I did not receive his fullest co-operation in 

body, mind and wealth. Neither he nor I had any attraction for what is called 

politics. He was drawn into it because I was in it. My real politics was 

constructive work, and so too was his.6 

Gandhi argued that improvement in the living conditions of the poorest in the 

villages should be the true measure of India's development. In a speech to a 

social service organisation in 1931 he indicated the direction constructive work 

should take during the 1930s: 

Till today we worked in a wrong way—we did all our work in cities and 

formulated all our schemes keeping cities in view. We stayed away from village 

folk, hence they have so far regarded their privations as the result of divine 

wrath and could think of no other causes. Institutions of public service should 

be located among the people, be partners of their joys and sorrowsand render 

service by spreading knowledge among them.7 

This had always been Gandhi's intention, butduring the 1920s few volunteers 

had met his exacting requirements and settled alone in a village. He had 

envisaged an important role for the ashramites in the village work programme, 

but he was exasperated by their "lack of faith... their timidity and their false 

sense of shame". In response to a suggestion by a group member in 1919 that 

the Ashram assist the surrounding villages to counteract harassment by thieves, 

Gandhi replied that work promoted purely by self-interest was useless.8 

Gandhi was concerned to avoid a repetition of events in 1922 when enthusiasm 

ebbed with the cessation of civil disobedience. He exhorted his co-workers and 

the country as a whole to work for Hindu-Muslim unity, removal of 

untouchability, uplift of tribal people, and the uplift of women to their proper 
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status in the home and society. The Harijan Sevak Sangh was founded in 1933 

to promote and organise the service of untouchables by caste - Hindus.9 Gandhi 

maintained that the sole aim of the organisation was the purification of 

religion, which left no room for those who approached the question from a 

political stand-point or for any selfish motive. He let it be known that anyone 

of this persuasion who came to his attention would be required to leave the 

service. The implication was that the organisation could not influence caste-

Hindus if its credibility was undermined by the pursuit of any political aims 

apart from the attainment of purna swaraj (total independence). This had 

connotations far more sweeping than any narrow political objective:" Whatever 

meaning may be given to the word swaraj, removal of untouchability will be a 

fraud, if it does not carry with it the enjoyment by the freed Hindus of 

precisely the same rights as the other Hindus and all other communities may 

enjoy under it."10 

Gandhi believed that human beings would cease to exploit each other if they 

recognised the essential unity of all religions and all mankind. In his view the 

task of the individual was to cultivate respect for all men, accept the creed of 

non-violence and work selflessly to achieve the brotherhood of man.11 But he 

also realised that the superstition, ignorance and illiteracy of the villagers 

would handicap the programme. He directed his co-workers to conduct a 

rigorous propaganda against untouchability in the villages. While Dr. Ambedkar 

clamoured for more active participation by harijans in uplift programmes, 

Gandhi requested that they do nothing but cultivate self-reliance by leading a 

pure, hardworking life. In his view it was the duty of all caste-Hindus to see 

that they were given the opportunity to do so. 

Harijan work could not be organised along the same lines as the khadi 

programme, because of the rigid opposition to socio-religious reform within 

orthodox communities. The Harijan Sevak Sangh trained scavengers in advanced 

sanitary methods, encouraged caste-Hindus to clean latrines and induced 

villagers to open temples, wells, roads and schools to harijans. The ultimate 

objective was the absorption of the harijans into the caste system. Reactionary 
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opposition sprang up on all sides, but the rigorous propaganda had a measure of 

success. 

Gandhi's promotion of the harijan cause throughout 1933 resulted in the 

movement spreading to many district towns through the establishment of local 

committees, and the placing of a significant number of full-time workers in the 

villages. Yet, as reported in Harijan by A. V. Thakkar, progress wasonthewhole 

slow: "The field is immensely vast and workers, especially whole-time workers, 

are very few and far between. I know of dozens of cases where whole districts 

are not touched, at least in an organised way, by this movement.... Even in 

many organised districts, very little work in purely rural areas has been 

attempted." (Harijan, 6 May 1933). 

At the end of 1933 Gandhi undertook an extensive tour of India in an attempt 

to hasten the removal of untouchability. During nine months he addressed 

meetings, collected funds, visited temples and harijan colonies, guided workers 

engaged in harijan service, and inspired new hope in  harijans. He awoke many 

caste-Hindus to their responsibility for the terrible conditions under which the 

harijans suffered. During the tour, Gandhi learnt of several factors inhibiting 

the progress of work in the villages. It became apparent that both harijan and 

caste-Hindu would be better served if, rather than concentrating all resources 

on harijan uplift, the village work programme had as its main object village 

reorganisation and reconstruction. In Gandhi's view it was vital to revive village 

industries and stimulate the economic and moral advancement of villagers as a 

whole.12. 

Many minor industries had supplemented the traditional rural income.13 While 

in Gandhi's view khadi would remain the basis for village revival he sought to 

reintegrate these minor industries into the village economy. In addition he saw 

the need to promote research wherever possible into new products which could 

supply the needs of the villagers and had market potential. Gandhi's ideal was 

that the final article be used where it was produced, and preferably by the 

producers themselves. His thesis was that the circumstances of all villagers 

would be improved if the status of village crafts was raised. He appealed to the 
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nation to support the village scheme by looking to the villages for the supply of 

daily needs. If it were discovered that certainneeds could not be adequately 

supplied in this fashion, Gandhi claimed it was the responsibility of the buyer to 

channel his concern directly to the producers; insisting they improve and taking 

the trouble of organising them to do so.14 He made it clear that self-sufficiency 

at the village level could not produce high standards of living, as judged from 

the standpoint of the educated and moneyed classes. It could only be sustained 

by a discipline of frugality and simplicity. 

Before Gandhi withdrew from Congress in 1934 he gained approval to establish 

the All India Village Industries Association (AIVIA). Nehru was disappointed by 

his decision to dissociate himself from the Congress, but Gandhi argued that 

politicisation without reconstruction would not lead to the non-violent society 

of a self-reliant Indian Commonwealth. The idea that mere transfer of power, 

without social renewal, would be an empty achievement was inherent in a 

statement to the press on his retirement from Congress in October 1934: 

If Congressmen forget the constructive programme and simply confine Congress 

activities to winning Assembly and Council elections and fruitless debates in the 

Assembly and Councils, they will soon find that I have taken with me the kernel 

of politics and they have kept for themselves only the outermost husk, without 

even the vitamins.15 

When explaining the position the AIVIA would take with respect to Congress 

activities, Gandhi asserted that the role of the association was not to arouse 

political consciousness among the masses, but to revive industries and improve 

the method of work in villages.16 He warned that political consciousness 

divorced from social consciousness would have disastrous consequences. 

Reports of corruption in the Congress seemed to confirm his view and 

reaffirmed his earlier disillusionment with the future "trustees of the nation". 

The swaraj was not a short-term political goal, but the ideal and guiding 

principle of a permanent social revolution. 

Nehru and the increasingly popular Socialist Party, on the other hand, argued 

for the rapid politicisation of the masses. They stressed the importance of 
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securing support for the socialist programme among the workers and peasants. 

Gandhi found he could not reconcile policies such as the derecognition of 

private property and the complete socialisation of industry with his sarvodaya 

ideal. He criticised Congressmen for their lack of faith in the spinning wheel 

and their adherence to non-violence as an expedient policy rather than as a 

"fundamental creed".17 Though his influence in Congress circles remained 

strong, the substantial differences between the Socialist programme and his 

own werea decisive factor in his decision to retire from active political life. The 

Congress leaders did not cease to consult him, and he would often reiterate his 

faith in Nehru as his "political heir", but the rift between the Socialists and 

himself widened. 

The extent to which the Socialists established themselves as an influential force 

within Congress is mirrored in the Congress Presidential address at Lucknow in 

1936: "The Congress should encourage the formation of peasant unions as well 

as workers' unions, and co-operate with such as already exist, so that the day-

to-day struggle of the masses might be carried on, on the basis of their 

economic demands and other grievances. This identification of the Congress 

with the economic struggle of the masses will bring it nearer to them and 

nearer to freedom than anything else. The Congress would be in a position to 

co-ordinate all these vital activities and thus to base itself on the widest 

possible mass foundation."18 The Socialist programme was firmly rooted in the 

concept of class struggle. They argued for propaganda programmes among the 

peasants to incite rebellion. For them the improvement of village conditions 

was dependent upon the dismantling, forcibly if necessary, of the zamindari 

system. Gandhi's reply was that change must proceed slowly in this direction. 

Any alienation of zamindars' sympathies would undermine current village work 

programmes.19 

Though Gandhi acknowledged the selflessness of many Socialists, he felt they 

were essentially Western-minded. In his view their faith in the inevitability of 

class war and their belief in the innate selfishness of human nature were alien 

to the Indian genius. He referred to their ignorance of conditions in Indian 
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villages and criticised their revolutionary haste. Radical elements of the leftist 

political groups accused Gandhi of supporting vested interests. By attempting 

to imbue the freedom struggle with religious ideasand promoting abstract 

goals, they claimed his aim was to obscure the central issue of capitalist 

exploitation." Gandhi indicated he was indifferent about the time when the 

goalof freedom would be reached but not about the work to be done and the 

goal itself. Similarly, he felt that the issue of whether or not the wealthy shed 

their wealth was irrelevant. In his view correct means would ensure a more 

equitable society.21 

He pressed forward with his village work programme. He put the choice simply. 

Either the programme was actively accepted and worked by a large number of 

young men and women prepared to devote themselves to a life of service, or 

the sarvodaya society would remain nothing more than an unrealisable ideal. 

For Gandhi the constructive work programme became the acid test for anyone 

claiming to be a fighter for freedom: "You will not tell me that this is an 

impossible programme, that you have not the qualifications for it. That you 

have not fulfilled it so far should be no impediment in your way. If it appeals to 

your reason and your heart, you must not hesitate. Do not fight shy of the 

experiment. The experiment will itself provide the momentum for more and 

more effort."22 He argued that the cause of freedom would be lost unless young 

people from among the city-dwelling middle classes were willing to forego the 

frivolous pleasures of youth in favour of the simple, hard-working conditions of 

village life. 

Candidates for village work were warned "that to be a real villager is more 

difficult than to obtain a graduate degree".23 Gandhi readily admitted that his 

requirements were exacting, but, as the object of village service was to open 

the villagers' minds to a better way of life, he deemed it essential that quality 

of work take precedence over quantity.24 To encourage the villagers' interest in 

community development, it was important to communicate new ideas in terms 

they could understand. This necessitated the workers' personal identification 

with the villagers and the realities of village life.25 Intellectual discourses on 
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the doctrines of truth and non-violence would achieve little unless 

accompanied by an active display of love through personal service. In this 

sense, Gandhi conceived of love as an active expression of non-violence. His 

argument was that if heand his co-workers took care of quality of work then 

quantity would naturally ensue. 

Gandhi was not unaware of the problems involved in the village work scheme. 

He recognised that many workers would find their task frustrating and 

debilitating. The majority had spent their lives in towns and cities and had 

received a Western-based formal education. They frequently had little 

knowledge of village life, andthe training received at various Gandhian 

institutions proved in many cases to be insufficient. Since the constructive 

programme had dispensed with the need for a large organisation and salaried 

staff, the workers were expected to serve the villagers with the aid of minimal 

capital and external support. Many developed what Gandhi referred to as a 

"fear complex": "Many workers are so frightened of village life that they fear 

that if they are not paid by some agency they will not be able to earn their 

living by labouring in villages."26 To reassure workers he explained that in the 

initial period of their service it wasexpected that they would of necessity adopt 

a higher standard of living than the villagers. He saw no harm in this so long as 

all needs could be satisfied within the village. In fact he optimistically believed 

that the villagers would not grudge the worker these necessary extras, and that 

it would not be "impossible for the villagers to obtain and live on the same 

articles of diet as the village workers and thus adopt the same standard of 

living".27 

However, he ensured that the gram sevaks (village workers) had no false 

illusions concerning village reconstruction. After the initial period of 

adjustment it was expected that the worker would progressively renounce all 

material advantages. He warned that anyone who thought of privileges and 

rights would be disappointed. He reminded those who questioned the strict 

discipline that workers in positions of authority within the reform organisations 

were equal in every sense to the humblest of village workers. The strict 
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observances at Sabarmati were now transformed into a code of conduct for the 

gramsevak settling alone in a village. Gandhi determined that independent and 

self-directed work achieved under the auspices of the social service 

organisations should be active expression of everything the constructive 

programme stood for. He called on new recruits to take inspiration from the 

work already under way. 

After his withdrawal from Congress activities Gandhi was faced with the 

problem of counter acting the diminishing importance of self-discipline and 

individual action, which would accompany a waning of his charismatic role in 

national affairs. It was symptomatic of the nature of his leadership that for 

many village workers and the general public he was the embodiment of the 

constructive work programme. He recognised this unfortunate aspect of his 

leadership as a threat to the success of the work programme. The double-edged 

weapon of his own charisma had attracted national support for his political 

goals, but it severely hindered the quest for sarvodaya : 

It is a flattering thought that some people have derived their faith in non-

violence from me. But I would warn them that I may prove a broken reed at a 

critical juncture, if they have not assimilated the spirit of non-violence and if it 

has not become an integral part of their lives. Faith in a man is a perishable 

quantity, for, it vanishes like smoke when their idol does not come up to their 

expectations; but what gives us hope and courage in the nick of time is undying 

faith in a cause or a principle, irrespective of persons from whom it is 

derived.28 

The Harijan Tour of 1933 confirmed for Gandhi that a large proportion of 

village workers depended upon him for their inner strength, a dependency 

often expressed in their desire to have him visit their village. In the past he had 

received many complaints from ashramites at Sabarmati that the "soul" went 

out of Ashram activities in his absence. The problem as manifested in the 

microcosm of the Ashram assumed enormous dimensions when it began to 

undermine the effectiveness of the village work scheme. Another aspect was 
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that despite all efforts to promote and foster local leadership, the village 

programme was planned and sustained by external leadership.29 

The failings of the village scheme were due primarily to the difficulties the 

average man and women faced in attempting to reach the standard of service 

required by Gandhi, and to misconceptions among the workers as to the role 

they were expected to play in village life. To the various critics of Gandhian 

methods the volume of work done through-out India was insignificant when 

distributed over the respective provinces and considered in relation to the goals 

of the programme. Gandhi's usual response to criticism of this kind was to 

reiterate his belief that to sacrifice quality for the sake of quantity would be 

disastrous. "Village workers have to be found or made and, when once the fear 

of settling in villages is overcome, the response to the demand for a large 

number of workers will be much greater than it is today", he wrote to a worried 

Harijan worker.30  

Despite Gandhi's call to strive with redoubled energies in returnfor past in 

action, the village workers were not having the desired impact on village life. 

Their approach to issues such as untouchability and sanitation frequently 

induced either indifferent or angry reactions from the villagers. On occasion 

they became openly hostile to the intrusion of a gram sevak as he represented 

a threat to their own meagre resources. The promotion of khadi and other 

village industries simply bewildered those with no tradition of such work. 

Incidents also occurred where the workers' limited funds were squandered on 

useless buildings and other areas of low priority. 

The problem essentially was that Gandhi and his co-workers had preconceived 

notions of the conditions prevailing in the villages and the work to be done. 

Rather than seek to familiarise themselves with the problems unique to each 

village as conceived by the villagers themselves, the gram sevaks would often 

impose Gandhi's experimental theories outright on illiterate people. By 

adopting an attitude of superiority in their dealings with the villagers, and by 

preaching a preconceived gospel of salvation, many gram sevaks merely 

succeeded in alienating those they were sent to serve. There was a growing 
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number of critics, including village workers, who voiced dissatisfaction with 

Gandhi's concern for quality of work, purity of spirit, and the duty of bread 

labour. In an interview with Gandhi one disgruntled gram sevak called for a 

more radical approach to the problems of poverty and exploitation: 

You ask us to go and settle down in the villages, and work for our living like the 

villagers. I have done so, done all kinds of jobs, weaving, rope-making, hewing 

wood, etc., but I find it difficult to make ends meet. What are we to do? I think 

most of our ills are due to capitalism. The capitalists are relentless in their 

exploitation. Why should we spare them? Please do not fling at me your gospel 

of loving thy neighbour as thyself'. It does not satisfy me.31 

These remarks indicate the worker's sympathy for the Socialist programme. 

Confusion and frustration led many workers to question Gandhi's "gradualism". 

Much of their dissent was patently valid in terms of the gram sevak who was 

required to work for his livelihood for eight hours a day and then find time 

andenergy to attend to the other multifarious concerns of the programme.32 A 

member of an ashram that trained gram sevaks expressed concern that the 

ideal of bread labour unnecessarily limited the worker's capacity for social 

service.33 

The fact remained that despite Gandhi's efforts to encourage a desire to serve 

the very poor amongst his predominantly middle class followers, the majority 

continued to regard the Mahatma as the embodiment of their ideals and sole 

source of inspiration. Yet Gandhi, thus far, had made no attempt to settle in a 

village, serve its people, attempt to solve its problems, and demonstrate the 

viability of non-violence as an alternative way of life. 

To be sure, he had publicly expressed a desire to live and work in such a setting 

at the time of his withdrawal from Congress.34 The failure of Congressmen to 

translate his ideals into practice had convinced him of the need to transform 

his role in national affairs from that of charismatic politician and leader to that 

of simple gram sevak. He wanted to set an example of selfless and diligent 

village service. However, he had shown no inclination to settle in a village in 

the past, devoting his energies primarily to political work. His attitude prior to 
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1934 is evident from a letter to his son Devadas in 1918: "In the summer, living 

in a village appears grand indeed, but it is doubtful whether one would enjoy it 

in the monsoon. Personally, I think it would be very difficult for me to go to any 

place I like during the rainy season. My dislike of dirt is increasing, not 

diminishing. I feel suffocated if the lavatory is the least bit unclean.... Those 

who are not particularly sensitive to lack of cleanliness are, I find, happy 

enough in a village."35 

He could no longer answer criticisms and the anguished pleas of gram sevaks 

from a general theoretical position. "It is easier written than done, my friends 

will say, and I confess it is presumptuous for one like me who has not yet sat 

down in a village to offer any advice", he wrote. "He jests at scars who never 

felt a wound."36 To reassure village workers, to answer critics of the village 

scheme, and in response to whatever misgivings he held concerning the 

direction the constructive work programme was taking, Gandhi decided in 1936 

to attempt his last major experiment in non-violence by settling alone in a 

small and backward central Indian village at the onset of monsoon. "We all 

know that conditions of life in a village are particularly hard in the monsoon," 

he said to a friend, "why then should I not begin withthat rich experience."37

 

The Establishment of Sevagram 

After the closure of Sabarmati in 1933 Gandhi and a number of Ashramites took 

up residence in Vinoba Bhave's Satyagraha Ashram at Wardha. Gandhi was 

totally preoccupied with harijan service and the promotion of village 

industries. He encouraged his fellow inmates to take up village work, explaining 

that he had no intention of building another Ashram along the same lines as 

Sabarmati. Similarly, the teachers from theGujarat Vidyapith were urged to 

adopta village and educate the people. In 1934, acting on the advice of 

Jamnalal Bajaj, Gandhi selected Wardha as the headquarters of the AIVIA. It 

was a logical choice for a number of reasons. Apart from its central location, 

Jamnalal was a prominent figure in the district and the financial sponsor of the 

Wardha Ashram. In addition he made a donation to Gandhi of a large house, 
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with twenty acres of orange orchards, in memory of Maganlal Gandhi. The 

property was renamed Maganwadi and became the administrative headquarters 

of the AIVIA, the management of which was taken over by J. C. Kumarappa, a 

successful economist converted to Gandhi's theories. His offices occupied part 

of Maganwadi, while Gandhi and a party of fifteen to twenty followers worked 

and lived in the remainder of the large house. 

Ironically, the person most responsible for the choice of Sevagram38 as the site 

for Gandhi's village experiment was the Englishwoman, Madeleine Slade 

(renamed Mirabehn by Gandhi). Living at Maganwadi with Gandhi, Mira found 

the conditions too confining. She began solitary walks which took her through a 

small village known as Sindi.39 The insanitary living conditions of the village 

people appalled her. With the co-operation of Mahadev Desai, now editor of 

Harijan in addition to his secretarial duties, Mira began a sanitation programme 

in Sindi. Gandhi encouraged their work, but efforts to discourage the villagers 

from defiling the village environment went largely unrewarded.40 Upon learning 

of this failure he instructed Mira to clean the roads of the village every morning 

with two or three volunteers enlisted from among the residents or visitors at 

Maganwadi. 

To lend weight to these object lessons in elementary sanitation Gandhi 

accompanied the cleaning party one morning and later offered to build the 

villagers simple earth latrines. He explained that the manure produced would 

not only enhance crop productivity but enable them to rotate suitable fodder or 

vegetable crops all the year round; this was a small but vital element in the 

cycle of self-sufficiency he sought to introduce on a national scale. "Your crops 

will be increased without any extra expenses or effort, your health will 

improve, for the flies will carry no disease germs, and your village will be 

turned into a clean spot", he told the villagers.41 

In Sindi, as all over India, the primary task was to shake the people free of a 

deep-seated apathy to community development. They protected their caste 

interests and celebrated religious festivals with unbridled fervour, but were 

disinterested in any programme that threatened to disturb the status quo or 
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which required additional work on their part. This was especially true of any 

activity traditionally associated with the role of the bhangi (scavenger). Each 

caste grouping clung to their ritual position in the hierarchy as a form of 

security and identification. Against this entrenched value system Gandhi 

opposed a christianised egalitarianism and work ethic, which was alien to the 

Hindu mentality. Even the presence of Gandhi in Sindi had little effect. Mira 

and her companions found that at most they occasionally received a negative 

form of co-operation. One man's contribution for instance, was to discourage 

people from defiling a small area of road by scaring them away in the early 

hours of the morning.42 

Toward the end of 1935 Gandhi's health relapsed due to high blood pressure. 

The cramped living conditions at Maganwadi and the lack of obvious progress at 

Sindi left him frustrated and contributed to his poor health. He wrote in a 

letter to a friend who had requested a message for his paper: 

I am really and literally drained dry. I have no gift for weaving messages to 

order. This village work is so taxing and so baffling that if I could help it, I 

would stop all writing and simply bury myself in a village and there work away 

for all I am worth, and that I should love to do in perfect silence.43 

He now contemplated living in Sindi alone. By relying on assistance only from 

the villagers he hoped to improve his rapport with them. Knowing the state of 

his health the workers at Maganwadi were shocked by this decision. To ensure 

that he remained where he could receive proper treatment in case of further 

illness, Mira offered to take his place in Sindi. Gandhi reluctantly agreed.44 

Under Gandhi's instructions a small one-roomed brick cottage was constructed 

for her at Sindi. The population of the village were predominantly Mahars, an 

untouchable caste equivalent to the Chamars (leather workers) of north India. 

There were a number of other harijan households, considered ritually inferior 

to the Mahars, and one or two caste-Hindu families. Mira was soon faced with 

the problem of obtaining water in an Indian village. Each caste group utilised 

its own well. On the first day of her sojourn in Sindi Mira accepted water from a 

man of the lowest group, which resulted in her being refused permission to use 
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the wells of the higher castes. She had failed to conform to the strict mores of 

the jati system and experienced the oppression and indignity of 

untouchability.45 

Work in Sindi progressed slowly, but gradually Mira won the confidence of 

several villagers, who in turn encouraged other members of their caste to 

appreciate the value of sanitation and understand the discriminatory nature of 

untouchability. The Mangs were the first toco-operate. Ranked lower injati 

hierarchy than the Mahars, a hereditary rivalry and enmity existed between the 

two groups.46 The Mangs reconciled themselves to Mira using their well, but 

refused her colleagues permission to "pollute" the water. Yet it was a step in 

the right direction. Another break through occurred when after nine months of 

scavenging in the village Mira and her co-workers discovered a man who 

recognised the value of manure produced from human excrement.47 However, 

Mira was not wholly satisfied with these achievements because Sindi was 

considered little more than an outlying urban slum area of Wardha. She 

suggested to Gandhi that if someone would replace her in Sindi she would 

survey the area for a suitable village. 

Gandhi accepted Mira's proposal, and she began a quest for a "typical village" 

within a radius of five miles. Mira describes her search: 

It was a hard, dry, rather unresponsive country-side and the inhabitants were 

also rather dry in their temperament. In some places the Harijans were 

positively hostile. It was therefore difficulttofind a suitable village. After 

walking day after day in all directions I finally decided that a village called 

Segaon (the future Sevagram), about five miles to the east of Wardha, would be 

the best, or rather the least unsatisfactory.48 

Segaon proved to be an ideal choice. Not only was Jamnalal Bajaj a prominent 

businessman in the Wardha district, he was also malguzar (Maratha Revenue 

Manager) or zamindar of this village. 

The division of land at Segaon followed the pattern established by the British in 

many parts of India during the nineteenth century. The government had 

promoted the vesting of land-ownership in indigenous revenue collectors or 
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zamindars, transforming them into a new landlord class with obligations to 

their colonial patrons. In the Central Provinces the zamindar, or malguzar as he 

was known, was either sole proprietor or co-proprietor of a village, although 

with large reservations of rights to the original cultivators. B. H. Baden Powell 

observed "that there we have the peculiar feature of landlord villages, only 

that the landlords have no power of interference with the rent payments, or 

with the management of a considerable portion of their tenants".49 If there 

were co-proprietors of a village, as in the case of Segaon, each had a defined 

share, most commonly a legal fractional share, on which the profits and 

burdens, though not the land itself, were divided. In Segaon the malguzari 

shares were divided between Jamnalal Bajaj (75 per cent) and Babasaheb 

Deshmukh (25 per cent). Of the total 1,550 acres of village land, 220 acres 

were owned by the malguzqrs, the remainder divided among sixty small land 

holders.50 

Initially Mira took up residence at Segaon in an empty bullock shed which 

Jamnalal made available. She was replaced at Sindi by Gajanan Naik, a worker 

from Maganwadi. In contrast to her earlier impressions of Segaon and the 

surrounding area, Mira became romantically enthused with her new life-style. 

She described village life as "a vastand ever-varying array of priceless 

masterpieces"; and in a similar vein, 'To me the city is the backwater, the 

village is the stream of life and beauty."51 These visions of village life expressed 

an emotional contentment during her early days at Segaon, but it was short-

lived. In the past herhealth had suffered during lengthy separations from 

Gandhi. As a longing to be with him increased she wrote that if living in the 

village meant perpetual separation from Gandhi she could not endure it. Her 

anxiety increased when Gandhi's blood pressure again rose sharply, causing 

another breakdown in his health. He was moved to an ashram closer to Segaon, 

but Jamnalal Bajaj refused visitors and residents any contact with him. When 

Mira found her way into Gandhi's room barred she became emotionally 

distraught. Eventually she was allowed to see him but received a further shock 

when informed that his blood pressure would become dangerously high if she 

did not remain in the village.52 
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Gandhi's health improved, but his blood pressure remained too high. On doctors' 

advice he moved to Ahmedabad for a short period. Mira was permitted several 

short visits to him before he left, but she observed that a "strange 

artificiality... had suddenly been raised between them."53 She seemed unaware 

that her extreme possessiveness had placed a severe strain on their 

relationship. On the verge of a nervous breakdown she was forced to return to 

Maganwadi. 

One of the requirements Gandhi expected of a village worker was that he or 

she "should not take any help from outside but should create his co-workers 

from the village itself". Mira had shown herself to be a stock example of gram 

sevaks who relied upon Gandhi for their inner strength and this greatly 

disappointed him. Though Mira's ambition was to live in a village with Gandhi 

and study his approach to the people and their problems, he would make no 

exception for her. Mira tried to justify her fear of the village by relating it to 

the distress she experienced at being barred during his sickness.54 

Gandhi was now determined to replace Mira in Segaon. He had been dissatisfied 

with the progress at Sindi and felt the achievements there were piecemeal. 

"We have not yet mastered the art of living in a village", he wrote to a 

colleague.55 He partly attributed the failings of the Sindi experiment to Mira's 

inconsistencies, which hardened his determination to settle in Segaon without 

her.56 Though his decision upset her Mira took consolation from the belief that 

Segaon would be more suitable for him than Maganwadi. She returned to the 

village and began preparations for his arrival. She quickly found a suitable 

location to build a hut, and with the co-operation of Jamnalal's farm manager 

had it constructed from the same materials used by the villagers, but to her 

specifications. Gandhi was impressed with her efforts, saying of the hut that he 

saw "the villager s mentality about everything in it".57 

During this period of several months Mira concentrated on the sanitation 

problem, which she knew was of particular concern to Gandhi. Initially she 

simply studied the villager's habits, allowing them to adjust to her presence. 

Subsequently she chose seven "squatting grounds" already in use by the 
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villagers. Experience in Sindi had taught her the difficulty of changing the area 

habitually used. The grounds chosen were cleared, pits prepared and 

enclosures set up for men and women. A Bhangi family was engaged to keep 

the enclosures clean and daily sweep the lanes and open spaces. The latter 

were assured a bonus per cartload of manure, which would be produced within 

a few months of the pits being filled. It was proposed that the value of the 

manure should repay the cost of the enclosures and the Bhangi's wage.58 Mira 

planned to extend this experiment to other villages, thereby creating jobs for 

unemployed Bhangis and generally enhancing the quality of rural life. 

The response of the villagers was not encouraging. These uneducated people 

were ignorant of Mira's motives and understandably sceptical of the new 

system. Rumours circulated that those who used the latrines would be required 

to pay a monthly fee, that Mira was a government agent, and that some sort of 

taxation was the inevitable outcome. The people had learnt from experience 

that external agencies showed interest in the village usually for their own 

benefit. To allay doubts she would move around the village reassuring the 

people: "It is not money but manure that we want in return for our labours."59 It 

soon became evident to Mira that to remould a belief system grown rigid over 

the centuries the innovator requires a reservoir of understanding and must be 

prepared to persevere and patiently instruct by example. Gandhi was aware 

that perhaps equally important was the willingness to accept that these 

methods by no means guaranteed rapid success. Some time later in response to 

a colleague's concern that work in Segaon progressed very slowly, he said: "We 

have neglected the village folk for hundreds of years. How can we expect to 

transform their attitudes overnight? Even a Mahatma cannot work miracles. We 

must continue to serve thevillagers with infinite patience, without expecting 

any spectacular results."60 

By March 1936 Gandhi's health had improved sufficiently to enable him to 

resume normal activity. In a letter to Mira he reaffirmed his intention to settle 

in Segaon: 
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Of course every intimate contact with the real villagers in their villages gives us 

new knowledge and new hope, though it also shows us the difficulties in our 

path. My heart is there. What my effort will end in I do not know.61 

The report of the Gandhi Seva Sangh62 meeting that took place just prior to his 

settling in Segaon mirrors the extent of his preoccupation with village work. He 

proclaimed that henceforth sessions of the Sangh would be held in obscure 

villages. Their task, he explained, was to explore the potentiality of reviving 

local industriesand exhibiting their products. He stipulated that workers should 

only accept the minimum requirements to subsist in the village they served. 

Rajendra Prasad drew Gandhi's attention again to the question of excessive 

physical labour reducing the workers' capacity to perform educational and 

developmental tasks. Gandhi replied that "Every human being should maintain 

himself only through physical labour. I consider it a divine law."" Apart from the 

propaganda and pedagogical value of selfless manual labour carried out by 

workers whose caste rules forbade such work, he realised that poor villagers 

would be less sceptical of gram sevaks who managed to support themselves in 

the village through manual work. Surprisingly he did not preclude the possibility 

of a village worker opening a shop, provided it reduced the villagers' 

dependence on the towns, cities and unscrupulous businessmen. 

The general tenor of discussions during this meeting of the Sangh revealed the 

misconceptions that persisted among the village workers. There was confusion 

concerning the dissociation of constructive work from political activity. Gandhi 

insisted that the two programmes complemented each other, but 

misunderstandings sprung up between political and non-political workers; 

factions formed with each regarding the other as inferior. Yet he was 

determined to distance village work from the machinations of power politics. 

The value of decentralisation was obvious, but several of Gandhi's colleagues 

questioned the wisdom of dissociating constructive work from the Congress 

power structure. They foresaw the tenuous link between the diverging 

programmes snapping if he withdrew from politics altogether, or worse, if he 

should die. Without effective political representation it would prove difficult to 
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muster support for the constructive work programme. Just as Gandhi was 

unyielding in his belief that real freedom in India relied upon the removal of 

untouchability, Hindu-Muslim unity, and the revival of khadi and allied village 

industries, so too he was adamant that village work be kept separate from 

politics."64 

Toward the end of March Gandhi notified Jamnalal Bajaj of his intention to 

settle in Segaon. Mira recollects that almost everyone in contact with him 

opposed the decision, and that she was criticised as being primarily responsible 

for it. In one sense this is true, but Gandhi had been waiting for such an 

opportunity to arise. The most influential opponent of the proposal was 

Jamnalal himself. An untiring and devoted friend, he feared for Gandhi's health 

in the harsh village conditions. To convince Jamnalal was all the more 

important to Gandhi because of his influential position in the village. 

Gandhi was beginning to expound his concept of trusteeship. Just as the 

politicians were to be the "trustees of the nation", so the zamindar and other 

owners of wealth should be the trustees of India's poor. One of the principal 

designs of the Segaon experiment was to demonstrate the many instances 

where a little co-operation between the zamindar, community worker and 

villagers would lead to the wholesale enrichment of rural life. The 

economicelites would ultimately have to decide between class war or a 

voluntary conversion into trustees of their wealth. Under his plan they would be 

entitled to retain stewardship of their interests, but required to utilise their 

talents to increase the wealth of the nation rather than exploit its resources. 

With trusteeship Gandhi saw a means of counteracting the psychological and 

economic handicaps restricting the growth of social consciousness among the 

masses. To combat the resistance of recalcitrant zamindar profiteers, toward 

the end of 1936 Gandhi called upon villagers to withhold their labour until the 

landowner was forced to improve their living conditions; a non-violent exercise 

of the power inherentin their capacity as labourers.65 It was another of Gandhi's 

ideal situations, far removed from reality. Caste divisions in the villages 
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prevented any chance of the necessary co-operation and organisation coming 

into effect. The awakening of the masses would take time and a lot of effort. 

Jamnalal Bajaj's stubborn opposition to the Segaon plan proved ultimately no 

match for Gandhi's arguments. He eventually acquiesced, financing many 

aspects of the village programme, and instructing his farm manager and 

workers to give their complete co-operation to Gandhi. By the time Gandhi 

returned to Maganwadi from Ahmedabad Jamnalal had given full authority to 

Mira to commence building a cottage for him at Segaon. According to Gandhi's 

instructions the foundations of the cottage were measured out on an acre of 

land donated by Jamnalal in an open field on the north side of the village. It 

was approximately one hundred and fifty metres from the outskirts of the 

village. 

Among Gandhi's co-workers the general consensus concerning the village 

experiment was that life in Segaon would exacerbate his unstable blood 

pressure. They were keen to suggest alternatives. One argued that areas where 

village workers had been involved with rural reconstruction for some time 

would be more suitable. In this case, replied Gandhi, he would not be able to 

attend to work at Maganwadi. He added that he would not consider disturbing 

the work done through the initiative of dedicated village workers. Another 

asked thatifhewas determined to settle in Segaon why not have experienced 

workers to assist him? His answer simply was that he wanted to do himself what 

he expected of others, training villagers as community workers in their own 

village. 

He refused to anticipate breakdowns in his health, but did promise to leave the 

village if physically unable to do the work, which was a general condition of 

village work. In answer to a coworker who believed that the constructive work 

programme would be better served if Gandhi would undertake another 

promotional tour of the country, he replied with characteristic logic: 

In Harijan work the practical and theoretical aspects were combined. Here I 

cannot combine the two. I have been talking theory all these days.... without 

having personally come to grips with the difficulties of village work. If I 
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undertook the tour say after passing three seasons in a village and among the 

villagers a year hence, I should be able to talk with knowledge and experience 

which I have not got today.66 

In similar fashion he adroitly rebuffed all arguments to dissuade him from 

settling in the village, though he never remained there alone. 

On 30 April 1936 Gandhi walked the five miles from Maganwadi to Segaon. 

Though his cottage was not completed he decided to accustom himself to 

village conditions by staying for a few days. He lived and worked under a 

temporary construction made of split bamboo matting and wicker work. During 

this period the maximum daily temperature rose to 118 degrees Fahrenheit. 

Ashe had not fully recovered from high blood pressure his doctors insisted he 

move to a cooler climate until the monsoon arrived. 

Before leaving for Nandi Hill in the south Gandhi arranged for Balwant Singh 

and Munnalal Shah to assist Mira in recruiting labourers and supervising the 

construction of the cottage. The former had been at Sabarmati and was the 

only worker at Maganwadi with knowledge of farming. He had begun making 

regular visits to Segaon to teach one of the village boys spinning with a takli. 

Since Gandhi had declared no meals would be available to visitors Balwant 

Singh assumed this also included him. He would leaveafter his work was 

concluded, taking his meal and sleeping at the Mahilashram67 on the outskirts of 

Wardha. When Gandhi learnt the reason whyhedid this Balwant Singh was 

advised to remain in the village and earn his bread by teaching carding and 

spinning. He was given an additional student, a harijan boy Mira was training to 

render personal service to Gandhi. Munnalal Shah was a lawyer who had given 

up his practice to join Gandhi. After reading Mira's articles concerning the 

village experiment in Harijan he had asked Gandhi to allow him to join Mira in 

Segaon.68 

During Gandhi's absence an ashram began to take shape. The hut known as the 

Adinivas (House of the First Quarter) had been completed. To the south-west of 

this were two small rooms, one of which was used as a latrine and the other as 

a bathroom. To the west they built a cattle-shed. A prayer ground was also 
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prepared and Mira drew up a plan for a compound in which a variety of trees- 

Neem, Olinda, Mango, Weeping Ashoka, Babul and Imlee - were to be planted. 

At the focal point of the prayer ground a sacred Pipal tree would be planted by 

Gandhi. On 16 June Gandhi's cottage was completed and during the night the 

monsoon began. 

That same night Gandhi returned unexpectedly to commence his sojourn in 

Segaon, having walked the five miles in torrential rains. Balwant Singh recalls: 

"It was as if God had, through the storm, given him a glimpse of the hardships 

which he would have to undergo in living in the villages. The memories of that 

day are still vivid in my mind. Bapu lay covered by the rug provided by us. How 

he shivered. We felt very anxious about him. Had I been a painter I would have 

painted a picture of it and presented it to the readers."69 It is unlikely that 

Gandhi would have relished the bedraggled image of him becoming public 

property. 

He had come to Segaon for a number of reasons. A report appearing in the 

Bombay Chronicle (6 May 1936) inferred that he set out to realise and thence 

institutionalise a "model" solution to all the problems plaguing constructive 

work in the villages. If Segaon became an ideal centre of rural life Gandhi 

hoped the success of the village programme need no longer rely solely on his 

personal faith. Perhaps all India would consider the concept of sarvodaya a 

practical ideal if he could arouse the social awareness of the villagers. Beside 

converting the "unpromising village into a model one" and setting an example to 

fellow gram sevaks, he also hoped to detect flaws in his approach to village 

work.70 

Gandhi was certainly aware of the symbolic importance of his decision to settle 

in Segaon, which would focus the public gaze on village work rather than his 

press image.71 For him the true symbols of the village experiment would be the 

work done and the social awareness required to appreciate its value. 

Gandhi had come to distrust the charismatic hold he exerted upon many of his 

colleagues. But in many respects the Segaon experiment revealed the extent to 

which he had become the victim of his own charisma. Within a short period 
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Segaon had become Sevagram; another ashram was forming around Gandhi. He 

had longed to work quietly, secluded from the turbulent affairs of national 

politics and the excessive attention of his devotees, but as his secretary 

Mahadev Desai observed, how can a man who is known to and sought by men 

and women from all over the world hope to seclude himself from even his most 

devoted colleagues?72 

A ceaseless flow of people from all walks of life came to meet him, including 

poor villagers and the Viceroy of India, Lord Linlithgow. The visitors normally 

walked (sometimes through knee-deep mud) from Wardha as a road to 

Sevagram was not constructed until 1940. In the case of dignitaries like 

Jawaharlal Nehru, Jamnalal Bajaj made available the services of an ox-drawn 

cart. Uninvited visitors were discouraged from staying, as not even basic 

amenities such as food and water could be spared. Gandhi did not only 

discourage contact with the outside world during the experiment — his profuse 

correspondence and journalistic writings bear witness to this —but many people 

who sought to join the ashram or to meet him personally were warned of the 

harsh realities of village life. 

In spite of Gandhi's wishes Sevagram developed into an ashram. He seemed 

powerless to discourage people from joining him. With the possible exception 

of Kasturba and Lilavati Asar, who had been at Sabarmati, Gandhi had 

maintained that he would stay alone in Sevagram. In deference to his wishes 

Mira had left one week after his arrival to live in a small cottage she had built a 

mile away near Veroda village. However Balwant Singh and Munnalal Shahwere 

allowed to remain. Gandhi never achieved his object of living alone in the 

village; on the contrary his cottage became overcrowded.73 Toward the end of 

1936 Mira was forced to return to be nursed through an attack of typhoid. When 

her health improved Gandhi did not pressure her to leave, but allowed her to 

build a small cottage in the corner of his one-acre plot, with a room attached 

for teaching carding and spinning. 

As Gandhi's blood pressure began to give him more trouble an experienced 

doctor advised it was imperative he moved tosome quieter place than his 
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cottage. He agreed to settle in Mira's small carding room, an arrangement 

which lasted until he left for a tour of South India in 1937. During his absence 

Mira and Jamnalal arranged for the small hut to be converted into a functional 

cottage for Gandhi, which became known as Bapu Kutir'. 

Jamnalal eventually had a small hut built for Kasturba, but even this she could 

hardly call her own. Pyarelal recalls that "when lady visitors came to see 

Gandhiji and sometimes to stay in the ashram she, with her characteristic 

generosity, putherhutat their disposal".74 Over the years there were many 

additions to the original buildings. They included Akhari Nivas, the last 

residenceof Gandhi, originally built by Jamnalal for his personal use and to 

accommodate guests. It was occupied for short periods by Gandhi's secretaries, 

Mahadev Desai and Pyarelal. 

In the immediate vicinity of Bapu Kutir the Mahadev Kutirand the Kishorelal 

Nivas were constructed, which were the residences of Mahadev Desai and 

Kishorelal Mashruwala respectively. A short distance from these was the 

Parachure Kutir, a small hut built for the Sanskrit scholar Parachure Shastri. 

Imprisoned with Gandhi in Yervada Central Prison for his role in the civil 

disobedience movement of 1932, Parachure had been stricken with severe wet 

leprosy. Gandhi and Shriman Narayan found him lying on the roadside in a pit 

during an evening walk. He had come to Sevagram to die in peace and 

obscurity. The hut was constructed for him and Gandhi began massaging his 

wounds with oil. Coupled with fasting this treatment proved very effective; 

following Gandhi's example several inmates overcame their fear of the dreaded 

disease and took up the massage work. Subsequently Parachure's condition 

improved sufficiently to enable him to teach Sanskrit to a number of 

community children, and on occasion solemnise marriages in the Ashram, 

particularly between harijansand caste-Hindus.75 

Another addition to the Ashram buildings was Rustom Bhavan, built in 1942 to 

accommodate the increasing number of visitors to Sevagram. It was donated by 

Jalbhai Rustomjee, the son of Gandhi's friend in South Africa, Parsee 

Rustomjee. Asthenumber of residents increased a kitchen was built to the 
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south-east of Adi Nivas, which was added to over the years. The kitchen was 

equipped with an oven for baking bread, a simple village-style steam cooker 

and a chimney to carry away smoke. J. C. Kumarappa later described the 

sprawling colony that developed at Sevagram as "the de facto capital of India 

since service of the country is the function of a capital city".76

 

Community Life 

Though Gandhi was resigned to live in the company of several co-workers at 

Sevagram, he by no means sought to establish a other ashram. Clearly such a 

development would undermine the raison d'etre for the village experiment. 

During the early months of his life in the village he vainly sought to discourage 

attempts by his devotees to follow him. Lilavati Asar, for instance, was asked 

to remain at Maganwadi, since Gandhi feared she would be a disruptive 

influence.77 Another follower was told that Sevagram was not an ashram and 

that those workers already there would subsequently be required either to 

work in other villages or return to Wardha.78 In response to a colleague'squery 

Gandhi explained that his efforts in Sevagram would be handicapped unless he 

maintained "a limited family".79 

Gandhi also hoped to curtail correspondence, but this proved difficult. The mail 

continued to be inordinately heavy. As there was no post office at Sevagram, 

Mahadev Desai who had remained behind initially with his family at Maganwadi, 

handled the bulk of the post in his capacity as Gandhi's secretary and walked to 

Sevagram with whatever needed his personal attention. Gandhi's activities 

during an average week would include interviews of varying length with all of 

his visitors, the daily disposal of mail, and journalistic work to ensure the 

weekly "copy" for Harijan was completed in time to reach the publishers at 

Ahmedabad. He found that the demands of Mahatmaship becoming increasingly 

burdensome. As he became more involved with the village experiment work 

commitments to AIVIA and unavoidable engagements in Wardha and elsewhere 

caused him considerable anguish. He lamented not being able to perform more 

physical work in Sevagram and surrounding villages.80 The multifarious 
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administrative concerns of the constructive work programme and the changing 

political situation continued to demand his attention. 

Gandhi was sixty-eight toward the end of 1936, and had been weakened by 

several bouts of high blood pressure; his myriad preoccupations left him little 

time or energy to tackle village work to his satisfaction. This in itself would 

have been a full-time undertaking for a strong, healthy man. In a letter to Mira 

on 20 January 1937, he rationalised his inability to devote more time to 

Sevagram: "I do not know that I shall be able to give more time to the village 

work than I am giving. My life has to be taken with its amazing limitations. It is 

enough that I live in the village and think out things in terms of the village."81 

However, the duration of Gandhi's sojourns at Sevagram became shorter, until 

the pressures of politics during the 1940s forced him to abandon work in the 

village completely. 

A motley crowd of people gradually gathered at Sevagram, many of whom were 

motivated more by an ambition to associate with the Mahatma than by a desire 

to contribute their mite to village work. The growth of an ashram at Sevagram 

was inevitable. Notable among the unusual group of people attracted to 

Sevagram was Bhansali, an erstwhile professor at the Gujarat Vidyapith. For 

several years prior to joining Sevagram he had been a recluse, wandering naked 

and silent in forests, eating only raw wheat flour and neem leaves. He had sewn 

up his lips with a copper ring for a period to ensure he did not inadvertently 

speak. A chance meeting with Gandhi changed Bhansali's life. 

Living at Sevagram under the Mahatma's influence, he renounced the path of 

extreme self-mortification. He occupied himself carding cotton, spinning and 

teaching. When on occasion he felt the urge to resume a life of penance, he 

would ask Gandhi for permission to hang upside down in the Ashram, but always 

accepted the latter's firm refusal. Various religious men stayed at Sevagram 

from time to time, including Tukdoji Maharaj, a young sadhu who was a 

renowned bhajani, i.e., a singer of devotional songs of his own composition. 

Another was a Japanese monk, who worked very hard and each morning and 

evening could be heard beating his prayer drum and chanting Buddhist mantras. 
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A significant proportion of the group had spent time at Sabarmati. For instance, 

the manager of Sevagram from 1938 to 1966, Chimanlal Shah, lived at 

Sabarmati from 1919 until its closure. Commenting on the main difference 

between the two ashrams, Chimanlal observed that at Sabarmati Gandhi was 

the "father" of the community, but at Sevagram he was the "mother".82 

Evidently Gandhi's conception of an ashram underwent subtle changes. In the 

past the daily regimen of Sabarmati had been strictly regulated, and candidates 

for village work were expected to adhere to a strenuous time-table. At 

Sevagram permanent members were required to observe the ascetic code of 

eleven vows drawn up at Sabarmati, but apart from a skeletal time-table the 

only rules and regulations Gandhi expected the workers to observe during the 

early years of the village experiment were "such as grew out of the day-to-day 

experience of community living".83 Their task was to set a good example, and to 

associate the villagers with the community life of the ashram in as many ways 

as possible. This was Gandhi's ideal but as the population of Sevagram swelled 

over the years and its management became more difficult, rules regulating 

every aspect of ashram life were laid down.84 In fact many of the problems that 

beset Sabarmati similarly arose at Sevagram as the expanding colony became 

unwieldy. 

The vow of brahmacharya and Gandhi's attitudes towards sexual relationships 

continued to be a source of much confusion and conflict among his co-workers. 

There were many instances at Sevagram and elsewhere of his colleagues falling 

prey to the natural desire to realise sexual fulfilment. He invariably expressed 

shock and disappointment at their failure to keep the vow of celibacy. 

Considering his overall objectives he appeared to place a disproportionate 

emphasis on the question of sexual continence. 

By his own admission Gandhi found himself unable to repress sexual urges 

through-out his life. In 1936 during a period of rest in Bombay he was overcome 

with sexual desire. He rationalised the experience, claiming its origin lay in his 

pampering his body with food while doing no physical work.85 Yet the failure to 

sublimate his sexuality and the misconceptions and confusion which arose as a 
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result of revelations concerning his ongoing brahmachari "experiments" with 

young female devotees, caused Gandhi a great deal of anxiety.86 He projected 

much of this anxiety on to his co-workers. Instances occurred where dedicated 

community workers were publicly shamed by Gandhi when he learnt of their 

failure to observe brahmacharya .87 Others suffered through their efforts to 

please him.88 

In the wake of revelationsduring 1938 concerning his experiments with young 

women at Sevagram, Gandhi found his position with regard to brahmacharya 

increasingly untenable. He believed that there was no harm in a brahmachari 

who had developed complete self-control mixing freely with women, and being 

bathed and massaged by them, provided the aspirant regarded every woman as 

a blood relative. Yet by his own admission Gandhi was an imperfect 

brahmachari. In terms of the strict rules set down in Hindu tradition to assist a 

brahmachari keep the vow, Gandhi's approach was extremely haphazard; and in 

the opinion of many people, including colleagues, his method was fraught with 

danger.89 He claimed that incorrect diet was the source of hisfailure to realise 

perfect brahmacharya, but orthodox Hindus were sceptical of these claims and 

condemned his unorthodox practices. Gandhi always rejected their criticisms as 

invalid, but his refusal over the years to allow fellow ashramites the same 

liberties he enjoyed in this context placed him in an awkward and finally 

indefensible position. On 2 June 1938 he addressed the following confidential 

circular to inmates at Sevagram: 

Yesterday it became clear to me as day that it had been wrong on my part to 

forbid my co-workers to avail themselves during my lifetime of the freedom I 

had given myself. I cannot understand how I could have put up with it all these 

years. I feel my action was impelled by vanity and jealousy. If my experiment 

was dangerous I should not have undertaken it. And if it was worth trying I 

should have encouraged my co-workers to undertake it on my conditions. My 

experiment was a violation of the established norms of brahmacharya. Such a 

right can be enjoyed only by a saint like Shkadevji who can remain pure in 

thought, word and deed at all times of day. Having thus deliberated, I arrived 
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at the decision yesterday. I feel that my experiments were responsible for the 

bitter experience of Dahyabhai and others at Sabarmati. Who can say how many 

more such moral lapses my conduct has not been responsible?90 

Gandhi half-heartedly resolved to desist from touching women altogether,91 but 

it was a short-lived resolution. Initially he made an exception of Kasturba and 

Dr. Sushila Nayar (Pyarelal's sister), both of whom administered to his daily 

needs, but before long he resumed the practice of bathing in the company of 

women, receiving massage from their hands, and resting his hands on the 

shoulders of young women during his daily walk. Gandhi explained that he could 

not bear the pain and anguish suffered by women devotees denied the 

opportunity to serve him in this fashion. The fact that he was prepared to face 

the consequences of allowing ashramites to follow his example,92 but was 

unwilling to cease his experiments in brahmacharyais a measure of his failure 

to sublimate the sexual instinct. The view is borne out by Gandhi's public 

disclosure shortly before his death in 1948 that he had been taking naked girls 

to bed with him for a number of years. To avoid public controversy he kept the 

practice secret, but admitted thatthis had been an error which stood in the way 

of his becoming a perfect brahmachari.93 There have been a number of studies 

that attempt to explain Gandhi's brahmacharya experiments in psychological 

terms,94 but the main point in the context of the Sevagram experiment appears 

to be that the emphasis placed by Gandhi on brahmacharya and related issues 

diverted attention unnecessarily from the main question of village uplift. 

Many other problems faced by the small community that grew up at Sevagram 

were symptomatic in one way or another of Gandhi's charismatic authority. 

Members of the group vied with each other for his attention, and those 

deputised to organise and supervise activities within the Ashram often found it 

difficult to obtain the necessary co-operation from other residents. Munnalal 

Gandhi complained that Sevagram had become a dharmashala (resting place) 

for the weak-minded, and Gandhi himself remarked that the Ashram "was some 

kind of shambhoomela, consisting of all types of curious and abnormal persons 

who would ordinarily be regarded as 'cranks' in society.'5 Mahadev Desai 
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believed that the greatest handicap to Gandhi's work in Sevagram was this 

unusual crowd of people who gathered about him, "each good in his own way 

but not fit to bear or even to share the burdens he has taken upon himself".96 

The constant quarreling among the ashramites and their practice of 

complaining to Gandhi about one another's shortcomings had a destabilising 

effect upon the Ashram work programmes.97 Mahadev clearly felt that these 

problems hampered the progress of village reconstruction. Shortly after an 

incident occurred, in which an inmate close to Gandhi was accused of theft.98 

Mahadev suggested that as the motley group were "utterly devoid of ahimsa" 

they should leave the Ashram. Gandhi's contribution to the discussion, which 

was subsequently reported in Harijan, was reminiscent of his response to crisis 

situations at Sabarmati: 

My ahimsa is imperfect and that is why my surroundings are not saturated with 

ahimsa. Sevagram is to me a laboratory for ahimsa.If my experiments here 

were successful and I could find a solution for the little problems that confront 

me here, I am sure the same formula would provide me a solution for the 

bigger issues that today face us in the country. That is why I am so reluctant to 

leave Sevagram. It is my laboratory forsatyagraha. It is there that I expect to 

discover the key to India's independence, not in Simla or New Delhi." 

In this sense Gandhi's communities reflected on a small scale the heterogeneity 

of the sub-continent and the difficulties of achieving unity within that diversity. 

Stripped of stultifying caste and class attachments the gram sevaks ideally 

stood for the harmonious and balanced growth of the individual as the basis of 

a dynamic, evolutionary social system. In Gandhi's view the hierarchical nature 

of the caste system and the growth of the cities at the expense of the villages, 

precluded the development of social relationships on the basis of free 

association and co-operation between independent, fully integrated human 

beings. Communities founded on voluntary association and sustained by 

spontaneous organic growth were thus a prominent feature of his envisaged 

ideal society.100 
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Doubtless Gandhi looked upon the development of Sevagram as representative 

of this ideal but in reality the growth and stability of the Ashram were 

dependent upon his charismatic presence.101 In 1936 he wrote in positive terms 

to Albert West concerning the establishment of the Ashram :"The Phoenix 

experiment for me was life-work. And so if you ever come to India, you will find 

me amid conditions simpler than in Phoenix. For the ideal has not only 

persisted but it bears today an ampler meaning."102 

By 1941, however, he was considering the disbandment of Sevagram.103 "I have 

experienced such disappointments regarding the Ashram that I have lost all 

interest in embarking on new ventures", he wrote to Kishorelal Mashruwala. "I 

do wish that some of you should set up a brotherhood during, or even after, my 

lifetime."104 

Another factor which seriously handicapped constructive work at Sevagram was 

the high incidence of illness among members of the Ashram. Malaria, typhoid, 

enteric fever and dysentery were rife throughout the district, and the 

insanitary conditions prevailing in the village exacerbated the problem. Even 

the Ashram compound was not free of possible breeding grounds of disease. For 

instance, villagechildren untutored in Gandhi's ways wandered freely in the 

Ashram. On one occasion during an outbreak of typhoid Dr. Sushila Nayar made 

an inspection of the Ashram premises. She found traces of human excrement on 

one of the grinding wheels. 

The services provided for the sick were time-consuming. Each patient received 

careful nursing which included scrupulous attention todiet—the main 

ingredients were soya beans, unpolished hand-pounded rice, palm sugar and 

salads made from wild plants —and a regimen of enemas, sponge-baths, steam 

inhalations, wet-sheet and mud packs, together with a range of simple nature-

cure treatments. Gandhi would not take medicines himself and was disinclined 

to prescribe them for others, but he would carefully administer and supervise 

the various dietetic and other nature-cure therapies in which he had utmost 

faith. When he went down with malaria he refused any treatment not available 

to villagers. Eventually he was rushed to the Civil Hospital at Wardha when he 
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became so heavily infected that there was danger of his developing cerebral 

meningitis.105 Frequently Gandhi was either bed-ridden, or convalescing away 

from Sevagram in more congenial climes, or preoccupied with the treatment of 

sick inmates. In 1940 he wrote good-humouredly of this adverse situation: 

I wanted to lead a solitary life at Segaon. But it has become an ashram without 

any rules and regulations. New buildings are springing up every day. I have 

made it into a hospital these days. I have humorously called Segaon a home for 

invalids. I am already an invalid in body and mind and I have collected quite a 

few invalids like myself. I have also compared Segaon to a madhouse. This too 

is an apt simile. The statement that swaraj can be achieved through the 

spinning wheel can come only from the mouth of a madman. But madmen are 

not aware of their madness and so I look upon myself as a wise man.106 

Out of the hardships experienced by the inmates grew one of the most 

instructive and beneficial experiments carried out at Sevagram: a thorough 

examination and application of simple naturopathy and preventive medicine 

suitable to the needs of poor villagers. Gandhi's plan was to reconstruct 

Sevagram along the lines of his concept of a model village; that is, a village 

which lacked nothing in the way of hygienic comforts, proper food, proper 

sanitation, and, in the case of sickness, proper medical aid in keeping with the 

purchasing power of the poor. "Whilst talking of ideal conditions of cleanliness," 

recalls an inmate of Sevagram, "he often mentioned the latrine and the kitchen 

in the same breath, saying that there should not be a single fly in either of the 

places!'107 

As disease was linked to unhygienic conditions, the accent at Sevagram was on 

prevention rather than cure. Gandhi taught that the practice of cleanliness was 

inextricably bound up with self-reliance through economy and hard work. The 

inmates were instructed to conduct themselves in such a way as to provide 

object-lessons to the villagers. There were required to clean their own eating 

utensils scrupulously, ensure that the latrines, kitchen and Ashram compound 

remained spotless, and to pay particular attention to their own personal 

hygiene. For instance, daily cleaning of teeth with twigs from neem or babul 
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trees was compulsory. Initially the discarded twigs were thrown away as 

rubbish, but Gandhi directed they be collected, washed and, when dried, burnt 

as fuel. Peelings left over after cutting vegetables were put into a compost pit, 

but waste paper was burnt as it could not be converted into manure. The 

practice begun at Sabarmati of providing separate receptacles for solid and 

liquid excrement was continued at Sevagram; it facilitated the production of 

manure from the solid excrement. Gandhi insisted that workers forced to 

relieve themselves away from the proper latrines cover the excreta with earth 

to avoid odour and disease. The same applied to spitting. The minutest aspects 

of community life were thus attended to by Gandhi. He wrote instructive 

notices for the inmates in a notebook, which the manager of the Ashram, 

Chimanlal Shah, would circulate to the residents.108 In all spheres the emphasis 

was upon self-discipline and self-reliance. 

Like the rules and regulations of the Ashram, the activities too grew out of 

natural developments under changing circumstances. The rapid expansion of 

preventive and medical aid facilities at Sevagram followed Dr. Sushila Nayar's 

arrival in 1936. Though to begin with Gandhi had no intention of having a 

proper dispensary in the Ashram, the advent of the doctor led to the 

establishment of a small dispensary on the verandah of one of the buildings. In 

spite of Gandhi's reluctance to prescribe drugs he realised that in certain cases 

of severe illness there was no known substitute for allopathic drugs. On many 

occasions he had to take recourse to drugs such as quinine, sodium 

bicarbonate, potassium permanganate and iodine. Yet the fact that there was 

no equally effective alternative to these drugs in the Ayurvedic system 

continued to trouble him. 

However, to ensure Sushila's services were fully utilised he supplied all the 

equipment and material she needed. The success of this service was no more 

apparent than during an outbreak of cholera in the district. Sevagram escaped 

with only three deaths due to Sushila having administered some four hundred 

inoculations. She also treated several cases successfully.109 Before long a village 

health centre grew up at Sevagram. Over the years it developed into a fully 
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equipped hospital attuned to the medical needs of the rural poor. Gandhi 

recruited local Harijan youths to work alongside himself and Sushila and be 

trained in his nursing methods. In this manner Gandhi and his co-workers 

demonstrated how great hardship can be transformed into a medium for 

imparting knowledge. The medical programme later expanded to include an 

extensive training scheme oriented toward the villages. 

A medical breakthrough was made in the village by Dr. G. L. Batra, a retired 

Deputy Director of Public Health from Bengal, who came to stay with Gandhi. 

He discovered thatnearly sixty percent of the village children suffered from 

keratomalacia, a deficiency disease caused by lack of vitamin A. When Gandhi 

was informed of the problem he made available to Dr. Batra skim-milk and a 

canister ofred palm oil. The latter collected all the village children together 

and gave each of them six ounces of skim-milk with palm gud (syrup) and a 

teaspoon of red palm oil. Within a few weeks of this treatment there was not a 

single case of keratomalacia left in Sevagram.110 

In his determination to improve preventive facilities at Sevagram Gandhi 

resolved to study the question of making the village malaria-proof. Though its 

effects were not so devastating as those of cholera and plague, during the 

period he lived in the village malaria was by far the most prevalent of serious 

diseases in rural India, accounting for a quarter or more of the total sickness in 

the country. Using methods based on the research of noted experts in the field 

of malaria prevention, he launched a nation-wide campaign against the disease 

from Sevagram. 

Permanent measures consisted of engineering efforts to deal with mosquito 

breeding grounds by draining the land, filling in pools and ponds, and the 

rectification of water courses. Weekly visits were made to village compounds in 

order to drain surface water or to apply a cover of kerosene or oil to prevent 

larvae breeding. In addition it was found necessary regularly to dear rubbish in 

which mosquitoes were likely to breed. Sulphur and other repellent substances 

were burned in the houses and sheds to drive the insects out and all water 

receptacles were mosquito - proofed where possible. The villagers were taught 
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to recognise and destroy larvae in their breeding places.111 Gandhi believed 

that apart from these preventive measures diet reform was the most important 

aspect of anti-malaria work. With regard to treatment he was convinced that in 

the long-term the adoption of a proper diet was more efficacious than constant 

drugging. 

Self-sufficiency in food and improvement of diet were an integral part of village 

reconstruction. Gandhi was concerned that all village land be cultivated 

efficiently. He sought to reverse the apparent trend under the zamindari 

system of replacing a wide variety of relatively unremunerative food crops with 

"cash" crops. The strategy raised the income of the zamindar, but severely 

limited the nutritional sources available to the landless labourer and marginal 

farmer. To provide the people of Sevagram with a practical demonstration in 

various improved agricultural techniques designed to enhance the quality and 

output of crops, a section of the Ashram land was brought under cultivation. 

Crops such as sugarcane and papayas, which were ordinarily not extensively 

cultivated in the district, were introduced atSevagram. At Gandhi's insistence 

colonies of bees were set up in the Ashram garden. Balwant Singh recalls that 

this development not only established a honey industry at Sevagram but also 

greatly enhanced the production of fruit and vegetables."112 

Gandhi hoped the villagers would emulate the agricultural practices introduced 

in the Ashram, and subsequently take up the diet of theashramites. It was the 

villagers' inability to do so that highlighted perhaps the greatest failings of the 

Sevagram experiment. In spite of the ideal of simplicity, the expenditure of the 

Ashram was far in excess of the collective means of the village. At Sabarmati 

Gandhi's wealthy benefactors had ensured that the Ashram did not have to 

support itself. Similarly, at Sevagram Jamnalal Bajaj placed all the malguzari 

and farm profits accruing to him from the village at Gandhi's disposal. The 

crowd of people drawn to Sevagram clearly benefited from this support more 

than the villagers, who resented the presence of the somewhat parasitic 

community. He was often forced to rationalise his inability to live without 

outside support.113 
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To counter act claims that the lifestyle of the ashramites was not 

commensurate with the poor villagers, Gandhi introduced various austerity 

measures. He insisted that only fruits and vegetables grown in the Ashram be 

used in the kitchen, and that as far as possible food should be eaten raw to 

conserve fuel. Yet the number of relatively non-productive persons at Sevagram 

continued to grow. "Whatever I do is for the poor," wroteGandhi in 1941, "but 

today I am unable to prove it in Sevagram."114 

Contrary to Balwant Singh's account of fruit and vegetable production at 

Sevagram, the evidence indicates there was a degree of mis-management in 

the sphere of food production. On one occasion an entire wheat crop went bad 

due to carelessness, and it was feared that the Ashram would be forced to close 

due to insufficient production of vegetables. An amusing incident recalled by 

Gandhi's grandson Arun highlights the lack of initiative in this regard: "In 1946, 

our family were guests of the Sevagram Ashram. I was twelve and my sister was 

six years old. We were there for a few months and every day for lunch and 

dinner we had nothing but boiled, saltless pumpkin and dry bajra rotis. After a 

few days of this, my sister Ela was fed up. She marched into Bapu's room and 

with child-like innocence suggested he change the name of the Ashram from 

Sevagram to Kohlagram ( kohla is the Gujarathi word for pumpkin). Bapuji 

laughed and asked: "Why?" "Well, you serve nothing but pumpkin day and night", 

she explained. This was the first time that Bapuji heard of this and that evening 

at the prayer meeting he hauled up the people who were in charge of the 

kitchen and said: "When I spoke of living in simplicity it did not mean that you 

should cook pumpkin every day. Surely other vegetables can grow on our 

farms."115 

Since the Ashram budget was subsidised by Jamnalal no amount of 

mismanagement could force the closure of Sevagram, but Gandhi's plan to turn 

the Ashram land into a model farm proved a difficult task. Toward the end of 

1941 Gandhi decided not to purchase further land. By planting cash crops and 

marketing the surplus he realised that the Ashram laid itself open to the 
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criticism that it merely exacerbated the exploitation of the village by the 

city.116 

If I want, I can have the entire land in the village bought up but I have 

forbidden further purchase of land for the time being and, until I am able to 

distribute the entire proceeds among the tillers of the soil, I do not want to 

purchase more land. I must ask you for the present to set through the Ashram 

an example of ideal farming. They will then try to follow it of their own accord. 

At present farming in the Ashram is not as it should be and we are far behind 

the ideal. Our expenditure is too excessive and we must remedy this situation. 

We shall make steady progress only when we persistently direct all our 

experiments towards our ideal.117 

Ideally a Gandhian ashram represented a small cadre of dedicated village 

workers, but the unruly crowd that gathered at Sevagram severely handicapped 

the efforts of those in the Ashram absorbed in constructive work. The majority 

of inmates did not set an example. On the contrary, their preoccupation with 

trivial matters and personal animosities destabilised the community. This 

undermined the tenuous rapport established between the Ashram and the 

villagers. 

However, a number of projects were relatively successful. The palm jaggery 

industry developed at Sevagram is a case in point. The jaggery experiment was 

started with twenty-five trees, but by April 1937 the Government had 

permitted the AIVIA to tap two hundred and twenty-five trees. Palm jaggery is 

a nourishing coarse brown sugar made from palm-sap. Initially he saw the 

necessity of employing a palm-tapper on his own terms, but as the industry 

developed he foresaw that the people would take it up on a cooperative basis. 

As the products of palm-sap were primarily for local consumption it was an 

ideal village industry. To some degree he was also able to supplant the 

notorious practice of toddy-making with the production of nira, a nourishing 

drink extracted from the palm-sap that can be refined into a sweet syrup. Nira 

and its by-product were immediately popular at Sevagram and sold in large 

quantities. When Gandhi learnt that Balwant Singh had cut down a number of 
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palm trees in order to plant grass for the cattle, he wrote in the Ashram 

Notebook: "The Palm is a poor man's tree. Do I have to explain to you its 

usefulness? If all the palm-trees are cut down, life at Sevagram will be severely 

affected The palm-tree is interwoven with our life."118 

The promotion of nira faced staunch opposition from the Parsi community, 

many of whom were involved in the liquor industry. When three people at 

Sevagram died shortly after consuming nira, Parsis proclaimed that the drink 

produced cold, flatulence and diarrhoea, and could have fatal consequences. 

Subsequent investigations at Sevagram revealed that the deaths were due to 

cholera. Replying to the propaganda Gandhi was careful to point out that 

several people in the Ashram had drunk with impunity the same nira consumed 

by those who died.119 No doubt serious diseases such as cholera contributed to 

the ruin of village life, but further studies revealed that nira in fact fortified 

the body against such diseases. 

Another successful agricultural experiment at Sevagram was animal husbandry. 

Out of the small cowshed originally built for Gandhi's use developed one of the 

most efficient industries of the Ashram. New cow sheds were built when the 

expert in this field, Balwant Singh, began a project to develop the local breed 

of cattle. The farm manager and Mira were sent to the Allahabad Agricultural 

Institute to increase their knowledge of cattle. Initially milk had not been 

available at all in Sevagram, but Balwant Singh established and maintained a 

small dairy-farm. Milk was subsequently provided to the members of the 

Ashram and to the villagers. Gandhi's earlier misgivings about the consumption 

of milk were certainly dispelled at Sevagram. Its efficacy in the prevention and 

treatment of disease was very evident. Gandhi fully utilised Balwant Singh's 

ability to work with animals by encouraging him to become an expert in goseva 

(cow-service). He studied the uses of cow's milk and ghee (a machine was 

obtained to produce ghee), the economic use of hides, and all the activities 

that made cow protection, in Gandhi's view, a symbol of sound rural economies. 

Gandhi acknowledged that the ineffectiveness of his cow-protection 

propaganda in the past had been due primarily to the failure of the previous 
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experimentation undertaken at Sabarmati and elsewhere to produce startling 

results. At Sevagram and Maganwadi an integrated programme of cow 

protection work was instituted, including experiments in the proper use of hide 

and carcass, cattle-breeding to increase milk yield, the use of separated milk 

and other ways of economically utilising milk. Gandhi's ultimate aim was to 

develop a co-operative dairy in thevillage. However, when subsequently the 

cattle-breeding and farming departments of the Ashram were separated from 

the milk department, conflict sprang up between the responsible persons. It 

was virtually impossible to inculcate a spirit of co-operation in the village, riven 

as it was with caste factions, whilst members of the Ashram strove with one 

another over nonsensical issues. 

Gandhi did not promote cow protection solely on an economic basis, but as a 

means to purify Hinduism. At Sevagram industries associated with the goseva 

programme were often linked to the removal of untouchability. When he learnt 

that harijans who skinned carcasses were not paid, but ate the carrion as their 

reward, he determined that the job be put on a cash basis. He arranged tanning 

classes where the skinners were taught improved methods and a variety of ways 

to use the flesh and bones. At this time the accepted value of a carcass was 

three rupees, either because the majority of caste-Hindus were ignorant of its 

real value or they superstitiously avoided anything to do with flaying of 

carcasses or the disposal of the flesh, fat, bones, intestines, etc. The harijans 

at Sevagram learnt to make much more money from this industry by studying 

the art and science of carcass disposal and utilisation. A tannery was opened a 

short distance from Wardha, and following Gandhi's request a skilled teacher 

for shoe-making and other leather manufacture was sent from the Radhaswami 

Sect in Agra to instruct the village tanners. Gandhi's thesis was that efficient 

organisation of the dairying industry, proper use of cowhide and carcass, and 

overall uplift of the tanner's profession, would establish the economic viability 

of the animal and thus reduce indiscriminate cow-slaughter. "This is not only a 

matter of economics," he told Balwant Singh, "it is also a matter of religion."120 

The reactionary opposition of orthodox Hindus, however, remained the greatest 

obstacle to the goseva programme. 
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From the beginning Gandhi expected khadi work to form the foundation of the 

various industries started at Sevagram. A Charkha Parishramalaya (spinning 

wheel work centre) was established in an attempt to popularise khadi in the 

village, and the Charkha Sangh (Spinning Wheel Association) shifted its 

headquarters to Sevagram. Gandhi reiterated his faith that khadi was the only 

village industry with the economic potential to serve as a permanent remedy 

and safeguard against unemployment and underemployment, 

Gradually the work in the Ashram developed to provide employment for a large 

number of people from Sevagram and the surrounding villages. The Ashram also 

started a centre in the village where young boys learnt weaving to supplement 

their earnings. The first charkha teacher at Sevagram was Balwant Singh. He 

recounts that many Sevagram boys subsequently became khadi teachers in 

other parts of the country, and that his first student demonstrated the benefits 

accruing from this work by being the first among the Harijans of the village to 

build a proper house for himself.121 

In 1941 Gandhi inaugurated a Khadi Vidyalaya (Khadi Training College) 

established at Sevagram by the Charkha Sangh. He encouraged the students to 

devote themselves whole-heartedly to a scientific study of the spinning wheel 

and khadi, and to make improvements by new inventions and to serve the 

villagers. "Just as the sun is the centre of the planetary system, so is the 

charkha of our economic or village structure", he told them. "Without the sun, 

the world will perish; so without the charkha. which is our saviour and bread-

giver, we shall lose."122 Subsequently the Hindustani Talimi Sangh (All India 

Board of Education) which also had its headquarters at Sevagram (see last 

section of this chapter) also greatly enlarged its spinning and weaving 

activities. Both institutions attracted teachers from all over India. 

Though the potential of khadi was never wholly realised at Sevagram, Gandhi 

did not give up hope that the village would eventually become a model of khadi 

and village economics. In an address to the khadi yatra Conference held at 

Sevagram in 1940 he said: "since the yatra had taken place here, I suggest that 

you draw up a programme for making the whole of the village of Sevagram 
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khadi-clad within a year. The experiment will exercise you and your reason and 

may give you the key for making khadi universal."123 Just before his 

assassination in 1948 Gandhi undertook a lengthy fast. Concerned that he might 

dieasa result, Balwant Singh wrote from Sevagram seeking guidance. In his 

reply Gandhi expressed undying faith in khadi and the Sevagram experiment: " 

charkha ... can be further improved. It is for the Ashram to do so. The Ashram 

must stick to the charkha even if the entire country casts it away after my 

death. You have been in the Ashram from its inception. You must remain there 

till you die."124 

During Gandhi's years at Sevagram the khadi programme in thevillage met with 

a degree of success, but he was far from content with the results. When Gandhi 

left Sevagram in 1946 not more than twenty per cent of the villagers wore 

khadi. The difficulties faced in breaking down the indifference of the villagers 

toward khadi vindicated his view that nothingbut sustained, patient work of an 

educational nature would succeed in the villages.125 

A problem was that villagers resisted the introduction of any activity that failed 

toattain "legitimacy" in terms of their own caste tradition. Gandhi realised that 

the conditioning of tradition and superstition could not be blithely dismissed by 

village workers in thequest for a more equable distribution of resources. The 

thesis underlying the khadi and village industry concept was that development 

cannot be imposed from above, i.e. under the aegis of an external agency, but 

would result from increased social consciousness. The Socialists favoured the 

redistribution of land as the solution to India's rural poverty; the Communists 

believed collectivisation to be the answer; but Gandhi argued that either 

proposal would ultimately lead to further exploitation whilst the rural poor 

were kept in a state of mediocrity through lack of educational opportunities, 

social services and proper diet. In his view an over-emphasis on centralised 

industrialisation would result in the extinction of a secure lifestyle for millions 

of village people forced to gravitate towards the towns and cities in search of 

work. His alternative was a decentralised pattern of work, whereby the worker 

retained his freedom, controlled his tools, his hours of labour and the nature 
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and quality of his work. Given the opportunity to develop hiscreative powers, 

Gandhi believed the poor villager would realise his full potential in all areas of 

life. In these terms he sought to transform the mentality of the potential 

producers and users of village products. 

Gandhi combated capitalist exploitation but was also thoroughly opposed to the 

socialisation of industry. While the Socialists and Communists cited the Russian 

Soviet model in support of their centralist theories, he sought to highlight the 

dehumanising effects of the factory system where workers are employed in 

monotonous jobs which afford none of the pleasures and satisfaction of 

creative work. He was prepared to adopt machinery and tools in so far as it 

reduced the drudgery of manual labour, but he regarded as retrograde any 

"development" that dehumanised production. Labour subservient to either 

capital or outside expertise was alsoanathema to him.126 

The task of the village worker was to promote the village product at the 

expense of the factory product. For example, khadi in place of mill cloth, 

village earthen pots instead of factory-made china, reed pen instead of steel 

pen, handmade paper instead of ordinary paper, babul or neem twigs instead of 

the tooth-brush, leather goods made in villages out of village-flayed cattle 

instead of factory tanned hide, ordinary village jaggery (or gur) instead of 

factory sugar, and hand-pounded whole rice instead of mill-polishedrice. In 

association with the AIVIA a number of these industries were introduced in 

Sevagram. Research into appropriate village technologies began under the 

auspices of AIVIA at Maganwadi, and in 1938 a museum to demonstrate the 

possible avenues of small-scale village industries wasopened at Maganwadi by 

Gandhi in memory of Maganlal Gandhi. Gandhi believed that the economic 

uplift of the villagers depended on opening avenues of gainful occupation for 

all, which in turn he linked to all-round improvement in physical health, social 

reform and moral uplift. 

Gandhi's ability to awaken the villagers to the intrinsic resources in their 

environment indelibly stamped his personality on the Sevagram experiment. An 

instance of this stemmed from his interest in the role of snakes in the 
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agricultural economy. All of the communities he established were initially 

infested by poisonous snakes; over the years he had gleaned a great deal of 

knowledge from studying their habits. They performed a particularly useful 

function by reducing the numbers of rats, vermin and otherpests. Before his 

arrival at Sevagram, it had been common practice to kill all snakes, irrespective 

of whether they were poisonous or not. Since there are only four poisonous 

species out of over four hundred varieties identified in India, and since even 

these do not usually bite unless trodden upon ormishandled, Gandhi taught the 

villagers that indiscriminate killing was unnecessary. He made a further study 

of snake lore at Sevagram and then proceeded to teach ashramites and villagers 

to distinguish poisonous species. All were advised to wear shoes while walking 

in the dark and to make maximum use of lanterns. He arranged for an expert to 

instruct workers in the capture of snakes: one man mastering the technique of 

catching cobras and vipers with bare hands. 

Another successful innovation resulted from Gandhi's suggestion to use 

newspapers as insulation against cold and damp. He developed a quilt made out 

of old saris, newspapers and cotton waste. Old news-sheets were spread inside 

an envelope made of worn-out saris and thin cotton-waste padding was put in 

between this. The whole thing was then sewn up like an ordinary quilt. The 

harijan given the first quilt claimed he had never before felt so warm. 

A primary object of the Sevagram experiment was to construct a model village 

built with the co-operation of zamindar, Ashram workers and villagers. Out of 

such co-operation Gandhi saw the growth of "a sort of republic” self-sufficient 

in the necessities of life and democratically governed: a non-violent community 

founded on harmony and co-operation between its members. To further this 

ideal Gandhi believed the programme of village regeneration could not be 

successfully implemented without giving precedence to the removal of 

untouchability. He maintained the harijans were the foundation of society; 

without their labour the rural economy would collapse, thus destroying Indian 

civilisation. He warned caste-Hindus that harijans would ultimately revolt 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 235 

against being kept deliberately in a state of poverty and mediocrity and might 

seek violent retribution for the centuries of exploitation and oppression.127 

The harijan problem in Sevagram was illustrative of the oppression experienced 

by these people throughout India's villages. Differing from the myriad 

impoverished counterparts in no significant way, the village was an ideal 

laboratory for Gandhi's experiments. The majority of the population of six 

hundred and thirty-nine were harijans, including Mahars, Mangs, Chamars and 

Bhangis, of which the Mahars and Mangs were the most numerically important. 

These latter castes appeared very much alike except for occupational 

differences. The Mahars were hereditary village servants, whose duties include 

cutting firewood, sweeping and cleaning the yards in front of houses, carrying 

cowdung cakes to cremation grounds, and digging graves. The traditional 

function of the Mangs was to supply ropes which were needed in the fields and 

houses.128 The majority of caste-Hindus in the village were Kunbis, the 

remainder belonging to miscellaneous groups that included one family of 

Brahmins. 

The harijans of Sevagram were denied access to the temples, the services of 

the priest, the barber, the tailor, the water carrier andtheir entry to schools, 

roads and wells was also forbidden. The Mahars were an exception as they 

exercised rights of possession over their own temples and wells. There were 

sixteen wells in the village, eleven belonging to caste-Hindus and five to the 

Mahars. The caste-Hindus had exclusive use of their wells, while the Mangs, 

Chamars and Bhangis received water from the Mahars but were not permitted 

to draw water themselves. As Mira learnt in Sindi, one of the most blatantly 

oppressive practices engaged in by the villagers to protect themselves from the 

pollution believed to be conveyed by lower castes was rigid adherence to the 

ritual system of obtaining water. 

From the outset, Gandhi made it clear to the villagers of Sevagram that the 

disabilities suffered by the harijans would be one of his major concerns. At his 

first meeting with the villagers in 1936 Gandhi explained his approach to the 

question: 
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I should not think of coming here, except to serve you. But in many places my 

presence and the programme I stand for are viewed with considerable dread. At 

the back of this dread is the fact that I have made the removal of 

untouchability a life's mission.... But I may tell you that I should not think of 

imposing these convictions on you. I should try to do so by persuasion, above all 

by my own example. I shall try to serve you by cleaning your roads and your 

surroundings, by trying to render such help as I can if there is illness in the 

village, by teaching you self-help by way of helping you to revive your 

handicrafts. If you will co-operate with me I shall be happy, if you will not I 

shall be content to be absorbed among you as one among the few hundred who 

live here.129 

After this brief speech the first ominous note of dissent was raised by the old 

Kunbipatel (headman) of the village. He welcomed Gandhi's proposition but 

pronounced that he would never cooperate in the harijan programme. He 

stated that he had never drunk water from the same well as a harijan or 

allowed harijans into caste-Hindu temples, and claimed that he had lived this 

way too long to accommodate any radical change. The old man's attitude 

indicated the staunch opposition within India's villages to any programme which 

sought to interfere with the hierarchical status quo. The harijan programme 

would require the greatest patience and perseverance. 

Gandhi's first encounter with the villagers over the issue of opening wells to 

harijans revealed the extent of their opposition to the programme. After 

consultation with Jamnalal's farm manager he had decided to declare one of 

the farm wells open to all harijans. Initially they were fearful of the 

consequences and refused to use it. However, eventually one or two Mahars 

and a Bhangi plucked up courage and came forward. The ensuing uproar was so 

great that they were immediately forced to abandon the idea. Mahadev Desai 

likened the calm that followed to an "armed truce".130 

For some time the villagers expressed their resentment towards the ashram's 

passive intrusion upon their life-style by a sort of social boycott. They resented 

the failure of the ashram members to observe their caste-rules and, moreover, 
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mixing with harijans, scavenging excreta and using it as manure were 

considered irreligious activities by the caste-Hindus. The sanitation programme 

thus proved the most difficult to apply and maintain. The problem was 

accentuated by Gandhi's belief that sanitation should be given priority in village 

uplift work. 

Lionel Curtis when he wrote that the Indian village consisted of dilapidated 

structures built on dung-heaps did not overdraw the picture. We have to 

remove the dung-heaps, turn them to good account and make the village site a 

smiling garden.131 

The Ashram workers swept the village lanes and urged the people to use the 

common latrines set up earlier by Mira. The villagers refused to co-operate in 

carting manure, however, which meant they would not hire out their carts for 

this purpose. They also remained apathetic to the task of keeping the village 

clean. The ashramites worked and the villagers watched. Gandhi did obtain 

some positive response from a number of enlightened individuals, but he 

maintained that no claim of any substantial headway could be made until the 

people of Sevagram had made progress on all fronts. 

In many respects the interrelated issues of untouchabilityand scavenging 

represented the watershed between the Ashram and the villagers, undermining 

progress in other areas of the programme. The antipathy of the villagers 

towards the removal of untouchability compounded their deep-rooted distrust 

ofinnovative schemes. The scepticism and apathy of India's poor, much of which 

related to their experience of exploitation under the zamindari system, was 

humorously but poignantly conveyed to Gandhi in the words of a village 

headman, whom Kishorelal Mashruwala met during the Sevagram experiment: 

We have only one difficulty; when there is famine in our parts, the crops die, 

the cattle die, human beings die, well-water dies but revenue and interest-

these two never die. This is our only sorrow.132 

Gandhi recognised the interconnectedness of the economic realities of village 

life and the oppressive social system. But it could be validly argued that he and 

his colleagues should not have taken up questions relating to untouchability 
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until the people of Sevagram and elsewhere adjusted to the presence of village 

workers in their midst, and rapport was established. Describing the Sevagram 

experiment in 1940 Mahadev Desai wrote: "There is a hiatus between the 

villagers and us. There is yet no living link between us. We have our morning 

and evening prayers, but they touch not these simple folks. May be we have, 

with the best wishes in the world, not succeeded in coming down to their level 

and becoming one with them."133 A reason for this "hiatus" was Gandhi's 

insistence that the village workers begin with scavenging and untouchability. 

These programmes offended the people and tended to alienate the workers 

from them. 

There appear many instances where lack of co-operation from the Sevagram 

people can be traced to their discontent with the untouchability work of the 

Ashram. One exercise involved the construction of a road through the village to 

Gandhi's quarters, to link up with the road being built to connect Wardha and 

Sevagram at Jamnalal's expense. The village road scheme had in fact been 

proposed by the villagers themselves. They had given a written undertaking 

signed by seventy people, each of whom had agreed to collect cartloads of 

stones for three days. All other expenses were to be met by Gandhi. At the 

appointed time only fifteen to twenty people kept their pledge. It is difficult to 

gauge whether the villagers' response on this occasion was due to scepticism 

about the value of the road scheme or to a concerted boycott prompted by the 

Ashram harijan programme. Whatever the case, Gandhi disappointedly 

harangued the villagers on the issue; 

You must know that this work is for your own benefit, and not for the benefit of 

the Malguzar.... But I am told that you are indifferent to all that is happening, 

that you do not care whether you have the road here or not. I ask you to put 

your heads together and decide whether you should co-operate with us or not. I 

do not refer to untouchability. There is no untouchability involved in this work, 

nor in the revival of your handicrafts.134 

But to the unsophisticated villagers everything related to the Ashram was 

imbued with the stigma of untouchability because its members contravened 
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their caste-rules. Only with the active cooperation of the headman did Gandhi 

finally persuade the villagers to assist in the road scheme. 

Undaunted by the villagers' hostility Gandhi set about overcoming their 

traditional prejudices in his inimitable fashion. One incident that attracted the 

attention of Mahadev Desai involved the old Kunbi headman. The situation 

developed when the village barber refused to cut the hair of a harijan boy, 

whom Gandhi had adopted as his sixth son. Gandhi responded by refusing the 

barber's services until he agreed to serve the harijans. "If someone could assure 

him that he would go straight to swarga if he were to cast off untouchability he 

would do so," commented Jamnalal Bajaj, "but he wants a reliable assurance, 

and he would not accept ours." The old headman was drawn into the 

controversy when the barber maintained that the patel would be one of the 

first to boycott him if he served the harijans. Initially the headman's attitude 

seemed to confirm the barber's fears. He told Gandhi that "everything is 

permissible to a Mahatma like you, but not to folks like us." However, Gandhi 

persuaded the old man to relent on this pointand to give an assurance that he 

was quite prepared to have a shave immediately after the barber had served 

the harijan boy. The barber remained unconvinced. He asked the headman, 

who was a member of a higher caste, to further demonstrate his removal of 

untouchability by dining with him. But the patel had gone far enough to his way 

of thinking and refused the offer. Yet Gandhi was satisfied since he never 

considered inter-caste dining a vital factor in the removal of untouchability. 

Eventually theheadman became a daily visitor to Gandhi's house, which 

ordinarily he should have shunned because a harijan wasemployed there as a 

cook.135 

The success of the harijan programme at Sevagram is difficult to gauge, but his 

conversion of the most influential man in the village was a tangible result of 

Gandhi's early endeavours. Progress was slow, however, and for several years 

the village response to the anti-untouchability work of the Ashram was almost 

wholly negative. On occasion not even the guidance and encouragement Gandhi 

gave his co-workers could temper their frustration with his methods. One 
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worker went out each day to meet the villagers, talk to them, read to them and 

conduct a night school. He reported that gambling was rampant in the village, 

especially in the month of shravana, a devotional period for Hindus that 

includes a number of days of fasting. Fully aware of the extent of poverty in 

Sevagram this particular worker was appalled that the people would waste 

what little they earned after a day's labour. He learnt that even the Harijans 

employed in the Ashram were no less involved. For days he watched them 

gambling, but was unable to wean them away from the habit. In an attempt to 

comfort this perplexed man Gandhi told him, "you must be thankful that they 

listen to you and do not contemptuously drive you away."136 

At all times Gandhi persisted with persuasion and example as his only 

educational tools. Tolerating no distinction between the different harijan 

castes, he surrounded himself and the ashramites with as many as possible. In a 

departure from the approach he employed at Sabarmati, he manned the 

community kitchen with them so that they could be taught the art of 

conservative and hygienic cooking. Food was served to members and guests of 

the Ashram without heed to caste, creed, colour or sex. The harijan assistants 

also joined in the Ashram prayers and took part in all community activities. 

Though the harijans came to the Ashram initially as servants, Gandhi soon put 

them at ease in their new surroundings by a process of gentle manipulation, 

largely based on a form of progressive and practical adult education. Gandhi 

never diverged from the principle that education should be "co-extensive with 

life itself". His aim was not to remove ignorance by imparting the knowledge of 

the alphabet but rather by providing villagers with object-lessons in sanitation, 

hygiene and the improvement ofmaterial conditions and social relationships. He 

came to believe thatashrams patterned on his ideals should train villagers to be 

community workers without alienating them from their own people. "Of course 

everywhere the difficulty is about workers," he told Amrit Kaur in 1937, "they 

have to be found or prepared locally. Importation is not possible for, nowhere 

is there a plethora of supply."137 
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Despite the vociferous opposition to his harijan programme, Gandhi never lost 

sight of the premise that a village worker must give first priority to anti-

untouchability work and related activities. While on a trip to Gujarat in 

November 1936, he met a number of harijan workers at Sabarmati (by this time 

renamed Harijan Ashram). They questioned whether it would be wiser to 

promote village industries work if it was found impossible to persuade caste-

Hindus to co-operate in anti-untouchability work. "That is a delusion", he 

replied, "you may be sure that he who gives up harijan work on a pretext like 

that will be able to do less for the village industries work."138. Selflessness and 

fearlessness, essential attributes of a satyagrahi, were also fundamental 

qualifications for harijan work in Gandhi's view. Over the years the Sevagram 

villagers' association with Ashram activities gradually reformed their cultural 

and religious value system. Pyarelal recounts that the village temples of the 

caste-Hindus were eventually thrown open to the harijans, and the caste-

Hindus began to attend the ceremonies and prayer meetings in the Mahar 

temple. According to him the caste-Hindus largely shed the prejudice against 

eating food handled by harijans.139 

In many respects the time was not ripe for the far-reaching reforms Gandhi 

sought to introduce. In 1937 the Indian National Congress took up the 

responsibility of government in nine provinces. For the educated urban middle 

classes it was a time of high expectation and fevered political activity. The 

majority of Gandhi's colleagues, caught up in the excited atmosphere of the 

period, were sceptical of his view that "swaraj would come to India not through 

the Congress parliamentarians in the legislatures, but through efficient and 

conscientious discharge of their work by Bhangis and other workers without 

looking for reward or praise in municipal and public addresses".140 

 

The Politics of Constructive Work 

Though they had utmost faith in his political judgment, many of Gandhi's 

politically-minded co-workers regarded his social theories as an aberration and 

were disinclined to seek the hardship of settling alone in a backward village. 
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They argued that the dissociation of the constructive work programme from 

Congress politics allowed the Socialists free rein to propagate their brand of 

political education in the villages. In his speech at the Gandhi SevaSangh 

Meeting held during April 1937 Gandhi dealt with this question: "The substance 

of the question is whether we should go to the villages to serve or for political 

awakening.... To me there is no political education apart from the constructive 

programme. Our aim is merely the propagation of the charkha and such other 

things. This does not mean that we do not wish to give the villagers political 

education. But there is no such thing as political education by itself. We should 

keep in touch with them without harbouring any motive. We have to develop 

their strength. I go to them with the eradication of untouchability and the like 

and give them education. Political education is just that. If I do something 

apart from this and go to the villagers seeking votes, I shall be doing exactly 

what we blame the missionaries for doing... Take Segaon itself, where Ilive. It 

is in Maharashtra and people in Maharashtra are very political-minded. But even 

they don't ask for swaraj.... If I speak to them about the legislatures they may 

ask me if I would bring them a couple of bags of food-grains from there. What is 

the condition of India as a whole today? The talk of bread is all that the people 

understand. They have no use for politics."141 During the Sevagram period the 

conviction grew that political activity divorced from constructive work was 

coercive and essentially exploitative. 

He did his utmost at Sevagram to avoid political concerns. Whenever journalists 

attempted to draw him into political discussions he would adroitly evade their 

questions and instead focus attention on work in the village.'42 While Nehru and 

Congress were preoccupied with power, Gandhi devoted his energies to the 

realisation of the non-violent society. "About political matters I merely offer 

advice and then forget about it", he told the Gandhi Seva Sangh in 1937. "I do 

my writing for the constructive programme and for if I work."143 Yet inexorably 

hewas drawn back into the realm of power politics. Congress meetings were 

held at Sevagram and he continued to play a vital role in Congress decision-

making. During the weeksof uncertainty following the election of Congress 

ministries in 1937, he served as an intermediary between the new Viceroy, Lord 
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Linlithgow, and the Congress leaders. The confusion surrounding the exact 

status of the newly elected ministries was resolved when Gandhi extracted an 

undertaking that British governors would not interfere with the Congress 

administration.'44 

Even during the periods he was ensconced at Sevagram, he could find little 

peace from the tumultuous affairs of national politics. Ironically on one 

occasion he was the object of a satyagraha action. A group of harijans under 

the influence of Dr. Ambedkar's ideas marched to Sevagram and pronounced 

that they would remain until their demand that a harijan be appointed to the 

Congress cabinet was met. Unimpressed by Gandhi's helplessness on this issue, 

they occupied the living quarters of ashramites, delivered mocking speeches 

and fasted. They left after several days but doubtless their actions disturbed 

Gandhi.145 

Notwithstanding Gandhi's objections a significant proportion of his co-workers 

did in some way become involved in politics. To many people the Gandhian 

movement was no more than a political faction vying with other factions for 

influence in the legislatures. It was evident that many members of the Gandhi 

Seva Sangh, for instance, took up membership as a means to enhance their 

political careers. Political opportunism was rife throughout India and the 

Gandhian organisations were no exception. In certain parts of India workers 

wearing Gandhi caps came to be regarded with contempt. Villagers in these 

areas had experienced the arrogance and attitude of superiority expressed by 

people wearing khadi and claiming to speak and act on behalf of Gandhi but 

who in reality sought to further their own careers. During the Gandhi Seva 

Sangh Meeting held at Malikanda in February 1940 Gandhi repeated the words 

of a deputation from Noakhali that had just visited him, in order to highlight 

this problem: "We accept everything you say. But we are unable to understand 

what your followers here say.... We can agree to what you say. Call it 

Gandhism, spinning, village industries — we would accept anything. We are 

your followers. But we are not followers of your followers. Your followers have 

nothing tooffer."146 
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He was distressed that his name was being exploited in this fashion. Jamnalal 

Bajaj had set up the Sangh while Gandhi was in gaol during 1922-23 in order to 

propagate the constructive work programme, but he was adamant that 

members should not be associated with factional politics. Yet Gandhi himself 

had advised the Sangh in 1937 at Hubli to interest itself in parliamentary 

politics. He believed that the experience gained would be useful and that 

members of the Sangh would collectively exercise a constructive influence upon 

the legislatures. By the late 1930s the Congress Working Committee was 

dominated by Gandhians but members of the Gandhi Seva Sangh were feuding 

over political issues and contesting elections against one another. Gandhi 

denounced this trend: "This is hypocrisy. This is madness... Such people make a 

laughing-stock of Gandhism."147 He realised that the Sangh was a crutch for 

many of hiscolleagues, particularly those who thought of themselves as 

members of an elite association. Drawing a comparison between the decline of 

the Satyagraha Ashram and the unhealthy developments within the Sangh, 

Gandhi decided to disband the organisation in 1940.148  

He was now determined to rid the constructive work organisations of workers 

who made a pretence of service but who were principally motivated by their 

aspirations to position and power. The fundamental re-structuring of the 

society he envisaged demanded community workers who were self- motivated, 

determined and willing to serve the poor without hope of gain. 

Apart from disbanding the Gandhi Seva Sangh as an entity separate from the 

constructive work organisations, Gandhi resolved to enforce a rule preventing 

members of the latter organisations from becoming members of the Congress 

Working Committee. On one hand the constructive work programme was 

distanced from the political decision making process, but on the other hand a 

check upon the machinations of vested interests in political circles 

wasremoved. This created a dilemma for Gandhi, which was highlighted by 

Professor Kumarappa in 1947. "I am afraid most of the governments seem to be 

concerned with vote catching programmes and schemes rather than real, solid, 

constructive work,"he wrote to Gandhi.149 Atthe time of thisletter Kumarappa 
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was contemplating whether to accept an invitation tojoin the Working 

Committee. Initially Gandhi's response was encouraging.150 Within two weeks, 

however, he altered his view. He reminded Kumarappa of the rule concerning 

members of the constructive work organisations, and advised him to "resist this 

temptation". Gandhi'sview was that members of the constructive work 

organisations should be invited to give advice on matters directly relating to 

their area of expertise, but should avoid political office.151 Ultimately he left 

the decision to Kumarappa.152 Gandhi's ambivalent attitude to holding political 

office had been evident throughout his career asa public activist. His stature 

within India ensured that politicians sought his advice on a wide range of issues. 

Indeed, in many respects, they were obliged to do so in order to legitimise their 

own position. However, his influential status in national affairs was not shared 

by his colleagues in the constructive work organisations. By dissociating 

constructive work from political activity he sought to nullify the damaging 

effects of Congress careerism. But ironically the dissociation undermined 

whatever potential there existed for mass contact as a result of Congress 

association with the constructive work organisations, and considerably 

weakened the influence of genuine Gandhian activists in the legislatures. "In a 

very real way the death of Gandhi deprived the enthusiasts committed to his 

cause of their key to power, their vital piece on the political chessboard", 

observed Judith Brown. "In Independent India they became a group without 

leverage."153 

During the 1930s Jawaharlal Nehru explained his differences with Gandhi on the 

question of linking constructive work to political activity. Gandhi had worked to 

establish and consolidate Congress influence over rural and small town elites 

through his methods of political subcontracting, but his appeal to the poor in 

the villages was predominately developmental. Nehru recognised the attendant 

problem in his Presidential Address to Congress at Lucknow in 1936: 

I have referred previously to the growing divorce between our organisation and 

the masses. Individually many ofusstill have influence with the masses and our 

word carries weight with them.... And yet organisationally we have lost that 
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intimate touch we had. The social reform activities of the khadi and village 

industries and Harijan organisations keep large numbers of our comrades in 

touch with the masses and those contacts bear fruit. But they are essentially 

non-political and so, politically, we have Largely lost touch.154 

Nehru acknowledged the vital nature of the work done at Sevagram and 

elsewhere under the auspices of the ashrams and constructive work 

organisations, but he questioned the wisdom of neglecting the political 

education of the villages. Ideologically sympathetic to the Socialist blockin 

Congress, hisconceptof social revolution and state socialism was a significant 

departure from Gandhi's vision of a self-governing and self-sufficient village 

India. 

Nehru described khadi and village industries as "temporary expedients of a 

transition stage rather than as a solution of our vital problem".155 For Gandhi 

the spinning wheel remained a necessary foundation for all public 

corporatelife. He saw it as the one visible link that indissolubly bound 

politicians to the lowest in the land. Nehru recognised this but maintained that 

it had little to do with the development of India's economy. "The khadi 

movement, hand-spinning and hand-weaving, which isGandhiji's special 

favourite, is an intensification of individualism in production, and is thus a 

throw-back to the pre-industrial age", observed Nehru in his autobiography. "As 

a solution of any vital present-day problem it cannot be taken seriously, and it 

produces a mentality which may become an obstacle to growth in the right 

direction."156 

By 1938 Congress membership had reached three million, but the election of 

Subhas Chandra Bose to the presidency signalled the changes that were taking 

place in the Congress structure. The spirit of sacrifice and selflessness which 

had been a hallmark of the Congress struggle for freedom was declining. The 

quest for power and position and the spread of corruption and ostentation 

aroused Gandhi's opposition and alienated him further from the bulk of the 

Congress membership. He did not share Nehru's conviction that political 

independence would remove the obstacles in the path of nation-building. "I am 
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painfully conscious of the fact that a far greater and a far more solid awakening 

has to take place before we can confidently say that swaraj is ours for the 

asking", wrote Gandhi in 1938. "Any extraneous event may put power into our 

hands. I would not call that swaraj of the people."157 He believedthat only 

constructive activities could bring public activists in touch with the villagers in 

a way that was beneficial to the nation as a whole, but that this work 

demanded "constant vigilance, effort, study and diligence". In his view, all 

citizens should take an interest in politics but the chief motivating force behind 

all organisations, political and non-political, should be the uplift of mankind as 

a whole. He refuted the claim that constructive work could only be sustained 

by political activity.158 

During the 1940s Gandhi's earlier misgivings as to the direction Congress would 

take in post-Independent India were brought into sharp focus. On the eve of his 

death he advocated the disbanding of the Congress as a political group, its 

transformation into a social service organisation, and the devolution of political 

authority to three tiers of elected national servants, of which the bottom tier 

should be the village panchayat. He observed that while India had won political 

independence, it still had to realise "social, moral and economic independence 

in terms of its seven hundred thousand villages."159 

The late 1930s and early 1940s were an unsettled period in India's quest for 

nationhood, and Gandhi found himself increasingly drawn into the political 

imbroglio. Caught between his desire to remain at Sevagram and the demands 

placed upon him as a result of the developing political situation, it was an 

equally disturbed period in Gandhi's life. His health suffered and the inability to 

undertake more physical work left him dispirited onoccasion. “I am after all as 

in kingship,” he told Mahadev Desai in September 1938, "who would choose to 

sail in such a ship?"'60 To ease his frustrations with the failings of the Ashram 

Gandhi extended his periods of silence. The internal and external struggles 

embroiling the Indian sub-continent were a constant source of worry to him, 

but he could find little peace at Sevagram. On the contrary, the internal 

situation of the Ashram became more confused. Despite continuous building 
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operations the Ashram was crowded, increasing the problems of day-to-day 

management. Unable tostem the influx of inmates, Gandhi attempted to 

reduce his involvement with the internal affairs of the Ashram during 1940. "I 

do not want to insist on anything anymore and so beyond expressing my views 

on essential matters, I do not want to argue," he explained in an Ashram 

Note.161 He broke his silence in order to discuss the political situation with 

members of the Congress Working Committee, but otherwise remained 

relatively detached from Ashram life. When his attention was drawn to a 

matter concerning the Ashram he would make his view known through the 

circulation of notes. 

Though the distance between Gandhi and the Congress leadership had been 

growing during the late 1930s, in September 1940 the All India Congress 

Committee met in Bombay and sought Gandhi's guidance. In response to the 

Congress request for independence and the formation of a suitable government 

to hasten the process, the Viceroy Lord Linlithgow had introduced emergency 

orders curtailing freedom of speech and other liberties. Congress had offered to 

support the war effort if their proposal was accepted, butChurchill's war 

government wasinno mood to bargain. Gandhi advised civil disobedience 

against the new measures. Individual satyagrahis from amongst Gandhi's close 

circle, including Vinoba Bhave, began the campaign by speaking out against the 

Government's war policy and deliberately courting arrest. During 1940-41 close 

to four hundred members of the legislatures were imprisoned and over twenty 

thousand protesters were convicted. 

Yet, despiteGandhi'spreoccupation with the political situation, village work 

remained his main concern. "Lastly it is cruelty to animals to drag me from 

Sevagram except when duty makes a peremptory call", he wrote in February 

1941.162 In April of that year he described a village of his conception in a letter 

to Munnalal Shah: 

That village may be regarded as reformed, where everybody wears khadi, 

which produces all the khadi it needs, in which every inhabitant spends some of 

his time in one or more processes relating to cotton, which uses only oil 
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produced in indigenous oil-presses, which consumes only jaggery manufactured 

in the village itself or in its neighourhood and only hand-milled flour and hand-

pounded rice; the village, in other words, where the largest possible number of 

village industries are flourishing, in which nobody is illiterate, where the roads 

are clean, there is a fixed place for evacuation, the wells are clean, there is 

harmony among the different communities, and untouchability is completely 

absent, in which everybody gets cow's milk, ghee, etc. in moderate quantities, 

in which nobody is without work, and which is free from quarrels and thefts, 

and in which the people abide by the sevaks' advice in all matters. This is 

possible in the existing conditions, I cannot of course say about the time 

required.163 

Gandhi had sown the seeds with the intention of developing Sevagram into such 

a village, but it was left to his colleagues to nurture its growth. Many Ashram 

activities did bear fruit, but Sevagram did not develop into a model, healthy 

village in Gandhi's lifetime, and subsequently the work done was not 

consolidated in a way that would have pleased him. Like all Gandhi's 

communities Sevagram was a laboratory in which he experimented with ways 

and means to combat the poverty and oppression that pervaded village India. 

As with all experimentation there were successes and failures. 

The difficulties faced at Sevagram were in many respects symptomatic of 

Gandhi's own ambivalence toward the relationship between politics and 

constructive work. He believed that the two fields of activity were inseparable 

provided one's spiritual integrity was not compromised by the day-to-day 

political struggle, and the meansadopted remained commensurate with the 

conceived end. He attempted to elevate politics and community work to a 

spiritual plane, but his genuinely religious attitude was not shared by the 

majority of his followers. Martin Buber believed that in effect the expediences 

of the political situation had a corrupting influence upon Gandhi's overall 

programme: "The contradiction between the unconditionality of a spirit and the 

conditionality of a situation, to which situation, precisely, the masses of his 

followers, even of the youth, belong." 164 
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Gandhi himself recognised that many peopleat Sevagram, and elsewhere, 

involved in the constructive work organisations, were inspired more by a desire 

to achieve some renown for themselves by association with him than by a wish 

to serve the really poor in the villages. In an interview with Ved Mehta during 

the 1970s one of Gandhi's grand-daughters - Sumitra, the eldest daughter of 

Ramdas and Nirmala Gandhi-summed up her impressions of the people who 

swarmed around Gandhi at Sevagram: "Everyone under the sun wanted to be 

known as a secretary to the Mahatma. The moment he died, they were all 

suddenly brought face to face with reality — without him they were nothing."165 

The tragic nature of Gandhi's involvement in politics was perhaps best 

expressed by Chakravarti Rajagopalachari, his friend, political associate and 

founder of an ashram in South India. Though clearly an exaggeration, his 

comments highlight the irony inherent in Gandhi's attitude to politics in India: 

"It may be that because of Gandhi we got our freedom before we were ready, 

before we had developed our character to match the responsibility. The 

handful of Gandhians who still believe in his philosophy of a simple life in a 

simple society are mostly cranks."166 

True to the pattern ofGandhi'searlier communities inmates at Sevagram were in 

the forefront of the "Quit India" satyagraha campaign in 1942. Gandhi was 

arrested on the 9th of August, the day after he had delivered his famous "Do or 

Die" speech to the nation. A meeting washeld in Wardha to condemn the 

Government action. During the police action to break it up a young boy was 

killed. As a direct challenge to the Government the Ashram became a centre of 

satyagraha housing intending satyagrahis from the surrounding villages and 

other Gandhian institutions. A committee was formed to co-ordinate activities 

in the Ashram. Many ashramites and young men from Sevagram and other 

villages broke the ban on meetings and processions, were imprisoned and 

suffered the abuses of the police. The majority of the women inmates, 

Chimanlal Shah, Kishorelal Mashruwala, Munnalal Shah, Balwant Singh and 

Bhansali were among those imprisoned on different occasions. After being 

arrested and released several times Bhansali fasted in order to draw attention 

to the oppressive measures adopted by the Government. His courageous actions 
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focused attention on various police atrocities in the Wardha district, 

particularly cruelties perpetrated on women of Chimur, a village sixty-three 

miles from Sevagram. The Government finally conceded his demand for an 

inquiry into the Chimur atrocities and his fast ended successfully, coincidentally 

after an ordeal of sixty-three days.167 

The political awakening that occurred among the villages surrounding Sevagram 

during the Quit India movement was perhaps on Pyarelal's mind when he 

observed that though the institution of the ashram was in many respects a 

hindrance to community work, i.e., in the sense that to run an ashram can 

become an end in itself, with regard to satyagraha there were infinite 

possibilities in the ashram concept.16" Nehru saw the potential for arousing 

political consciousness among the villagers. Cadres of self-disciplined men and 

women could be utilised to impart political education. Yet Gandhi was 

unyielding in his belief that a harmonious, non-violent society and state would 

not proceed from political activity divorced from constructive work, and had 

warned of the dangers of contrary conditions which existed as far back as 1924: 

If we begin to use them (the masses) before they are ready we shall cease to 

represent them. We must first come in living touch with them by working for 

them and in their midst. We must share their sorrows, understand their 

difficulties and anticipate their wants.169 

The excessive violence of the "Quit India" revolt, which the imprisoned leaders 

were powerless to contain, confirmed Gandhi's misgivings. 

On 6 May 1944, Gandhi was released along with his companions from his last 

imprisonment. Mahadev Desai and Kasturba had both died in custody, leaving 

Gandhi bereft of two of his most loyal and dearest companions. After a month 

of convalescence, during which he observed long periods of silence, he 

returned to Sevagram. But the growing tension over the demand by the Muslim 

League leader, Mohammed Ali Jinnah, for the partition of India on religious 

grounds left Gandhi little opportunity to reabsorb himself in village work. In the 

pervading atmosphere of Hindu-Muslim confrontation it seemed to Gandhi that 
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after exploiting his influence with the Indian people for the past twenty-five 

years he had now outlived his usefulness to the Congress leadership. 

His frustration and disillusionment were evident during the Congress Working 

Committee meeting that took place a t Sevagram during August 1946. At all 

hours of the day an unusual influx of visitors crowded into the Ashram, many of 

whom had come merely to see Gandhi. They surrounded his hut, forcing him to 

place curtains in the doorways in order to have privacy. In an address to these 

visitors he reiterated his belief that the root cause of India's woes was the 

failure to inculcate the self-help principle. It was the main reason why 

Sevagram was far fromself-sufficiency and the bane of constructive work 

generally. Lastly he condemned the senseless adoration of the visitors as 

symptomatic of the same ailment. "True admiration consisted in carrying out 

the wishes of the person one admired, not merely staring at him and thus 

wasting his time and one's own", writes Pyarelal in his account of the speech.170 

Balwant Singh recounts that the death of Kasturba was a great loss to the 

Ashram. She performed all her tasks diligently and refused the service of 

others. Despite her failing health she was a source of strength among the 

inmates, attending to the sick, rendering personal service to Gandhi and 

maintaining a careful watch over the teenage boys and girls of the Ashram. 

"Since Bapu was much occupied with the affairs of the outside world, it was not 

he but Ba who constituted the centre of Ashram life", writes Balwant Singh. 

"When she was absent, the Ashram looked empty to us."171 With Kasturba gone 

Gandhi seemed less able to tolerate the shortcomings of the Ashram. He 

upbraided the inmates for their failure to serve the villages in a spirit of love, 

and advised the sincere workers among them to leave Sevagram and settle 

down in the villages of their choice. The ideal of putting a gram sevak in each 

village remained Gandhi's ultimate objective. Pyarelal recalls that later in 

Noakhali, where Gandhi had gone to quell communal conflict in 1947, those 

that accompanied him were set up as village workers on their own. Pyarelal's 

own experiences with the villages under his purview at Noakhali were later 
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recorded (and subsequently published in The Last Phase). Referring to Pyarelal's 

account of village work Gandhi commented, "This is what I dreamt about".172 

It was Gandhi's intention to disband the Ashram towards the end of 1944, but 

he was subsequently dissuaded. Balwant Singh asserted that the problems at 

Sevagram were not due to the laxity of the ashramites per se, but were due to 

the concentration of various types of organisations that had grown up there: 

"... there was no unison among them, but rather a certain measure of conflict, 

with the result that work suffered. To add to the confusion, he had suggested 

new changes quite frequently. He had done the same in the Sabarmati Ashram 

and had repeated it here. I felt that if these institutions had been located in 

different villages and if they had worked independently, they would have 

served the villages much better." In termsof Gandhi's belief in the necessity of 

decentralisation and independent work, these criticisms shouldhave been 

acceptable to him, but surprisingly he rejected them as revealing a "lack of 

intelligence". He argued that as the organisations were conceived and created 

by himself it was natural that they remain near him for guidance.173 Yet he was 

unable to give neither these institutions nor the Ashram itself sufficient 

guidance because of his preoccupation with politics. 

On the eve of Gandhi's final departure from Sevagram on 25 August 1946, his 

speech to the inmates underlined the flaws in his approach to politics and 

constructive work. In terms of the time he had spent in gaols for his political 

activism,174 his words on the occasion not only proved prophetic but highlighted 

the inherent ambivalence towards politics that had undermined Gandhi's 

constructive work activities throughout his long career: 

When the Ashram was first started in Kochrab we set before us certain ideals. 

Same ideals are before us today. What is our duty in termsof these ideals in the 

face of the conflagration that is raging in the country today? Let us be humble 

and confess that we have not got the strength today to meet all the 

expectations that the people entertain of us. But we are sincerely striving for 

it. If we had fully realised the principles for which we stand, we should have 

rushed into the blaze and offered the purest sacrifices which might have 
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conceivably quenched the flames... The art of jail-going we have learnt with 

the rest. But jail-going is only the beginning, not the end of the satyagraha. 

The acme of satyagraha for us would be to lay down our lives for the defence 

of India's just cause. Let us then pray to God to give us the requisite purity and 

fearlessness in the true sense of the term, to make our sacrifice worthy of the 

altar. Then alone shall we be worthy of the name of the Ashram.175 

On the one hand the Ashramites were told that selflessand silent service in the 

villages was the purest expression of non-violence, but on the other they were 

emboldened to lay down their lives- as martyrs in the cause of peace. With his 

extraordinary capacity for work and sacrifice Gandhi was able to diminish the 

negative repercussions of his nationalistic activities upon the constructive work 

programme. But the truth of Gokhale's warning, i.e. that Gandhi made demands 

beyond the average person's capacity was never more apparent. 

As Gandhi had foreseen, very few inmates remained at Sevagram after his 

death. Several continued working in the spirit of the Ashram, while others took 

up careers unrelated to the Gandhian pattern. Though the many institutions 

that had sprung up during the active life of the Ashram continued their work, 

Sevagram itself was preserved in its original form "in order to give to posterity 

an exact idea of the Ashram as it functioned under the Mahatma".176 In many 

respects, however, Gandhi's hope for the future lay not in the institution of the 

Ashram, but in the method of basic education developed at Sevagram. As J. C. 

Kumarappa wrote to Gandhi in February 1947:"... you realise this is the most 

uphill part of the work. This is so because we are dealing with adults. When the 

basic scheme has had its effect we shall have bent the bamboo while tender. 

What we are doing now is trying to bend the ripened, hardened poles. If it does 

not produce any results at least it gives us a training ground for ourselves which 

is also an essential part of our programme. So I never feel disheartened 

whatever difficulties we may meet."177 
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The Sevagram Method 

The system of education developed at Sevagram and described by Gandhi as 

"Basic Education" or Nai Talim (New Way) indicated an awareness of the 

importance of education in achieving his aims. He believed that the reforms 

proposed under his programmes would have a limited effect unless there was a 

new approach, a complete restructuring of the Indian educational pattern. It 

was the integral factor through which all the interrelated and independent 

elements of national reconstruction would be linked: "Educational reform is so 

to speak more than educational reform ... it is also social reform and 

reconstruction in the widest sense of the work."178 Seen in this context the 

introduction of nai talim in 1937 signalled the beginning of Gandhi's final and 

most crucial experiment in constructive work: 

Education has come last. Naturally, for education must follow practice. But it is 

there for the sake of all that has preceded, and for the sake of the entire 

scheme of life. It is to prepare the growing child for the place he will occupy in 

the future in this just and moral society, free from all exploitations. It is for 

theformation of his character in the light of the requirements of such a society. 

It is the coping stone of Gandhiji's socio-political edifice.179 

He believed in the principle of free and compulsory education for India. In his 

view this could only be realised by teaching children auseful vocation and 

utilising it as a means of cultivating their mental, physical and spiritual 

potentialities. The educational experiment at Sabarmati had convinced Gandhi 

that a vocation, preferably spinning, should have a central place in education, 

that education should be largely self-supporting and that it should be vitally 

related to India's rural heritage. The self-supporting principle underlay all his 

work, but after forty years of experimenting with education the catalyst which 

led to the refinement of the principle came from intimate contact with the 

people of Sevagram.180 

In the midst of village reconstruction Gandhi formulated the idea that the 

"whole education should be imparted through some handicraft or industry", i.e., 

the adoption of a craft would be the meansby which all the subjects of the 
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education curriculum were correlated. Manual training would not merely 

supplement literary training, but in terms of individual wants and needs it 

would be the precursor to all levels of education.181 There were two aspects to 

the self-supporting nature of his proposal. Firstly, that education should enable 

the recipient to be self-supporting in later life through vocational training, and 

secondly, that education should in itself be self-supporting. A child's education 

should be interrelated with training in a suitable craft and the product of the 

chosen craft should meet the expense of the teacher's salary. He emphasised 

that the only condition precedent to every school becoming self-supporting was 

"that the State takesover the manufactures of these schools".182 

To Gandhi's mind there was a fundamental opposition between education and 

violence. "If India has resolved toeschew violence, this system of education 

becomes an integral part of the discipline she has to go through", he observed. 

"We cannot, will not, think in terms of exploitation, and we have no alternative 

but this plan of education which is based on non-violence."183 In his view the 

Sevagram method was conceived in such terms as to develop a co-operative and 

harmonious society of people aware of the social, economic, political and 

cultural needs of India. As the educational philosophy of Gandhi was inspired by 

the prevailing social, economic and political conditions in India, naturally it 

reflected the ideals upon which he based all the multifarious programmes of 

national reconstruction; "A national system of education is a reflection of a 

national system of ideals."184 Mahadev Desai further clarified the vital role of 

nonviolence in education during his speech to the Wardha Conference in 1937: 

The idea of self-supporting education cannot be divorced from the ideological 

background of non-violence, and unless we bear in mind that the new scheme is 

intended to bring into being a new age from which class and communal hatred 

is eliminated and exploitation is eschewed, we cannot make a success of it. We 

should, therefore, approach the task with firm faith in non-violence and in the 

faith that the new scheme is evolved by a mind that has conceived non-violence 

as the panacea for all evils.185 
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Gandhi wanted to reconstruct the villages which, he felt, were existing merely 

to be exploited by the cities and dependent on the latter's sufferance for 

survival. He believed that the strained and unnatural situation could only be 

alleviated when the city people realised their "duty of making an adequate 

return to the villages for the strength and sustenance which they derive from 

them, instead of selfishly exploiting them". To promote a healthy and moral 

relationship between the city and village Basic Education was necessary for city 

and village children alike.186*  

In Gandhi's estimation the potential wastage in vocational education could not 

even begin to compare with the tragedy of waste involved in capital-intensive 

production. He claimed that after one year of Basic Education the whole 

country would have benefited, provided the State absorbed much of the school 

produce for its own requirements and the nation bought with patriotic pride 

the remainder. He did not foresee any pressures being placed on indigenous 

manufacturers as very few were involved in the production of village 

handicrafts. 

However, Gandhi did not promote manual work simply for the joy of creation or 

pursuit of knowledge, but recommended activities which he believed 

contributed towards the development of the individual as a member of a co-

operative and democratic community.187 The Sevagram method was conceived 

as a means of perpetuating the ideals of social service and citizenship through 

all the activities of children from the earliest formative years.188 Basic 

Education was the constructive base upon which all the elements of Gandhi's 

proposed sarvodaya society were fused into an integrated concept. 

In 1937 when the Indian National Congress was preparing to take up the 

responsibility of government in nine provinces, and popular representatives 

were going to share the responsibility for shaping the educational policy of the 

country, Gandhi wrote a series of articles in Harijan to herald the inception of 

the Sevagram Method.189 The reaction of the public was generally 

unenthusiastic. There was a storm of protest from orthodox educationalists: 

"The new ideas were styled reactionary, anti-revolutionary, medieval, 
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unpractical, faddist, spiritual...."190 Many opponents of the scheme appeared to 

reach their conclusions by merely taking individual points and criticising them 

out of context, without trying to understand the full implications of Basic 

Education as an integrated scheme of social and educational reform. 

The self-supporting aspect of Basic Education generated the greatest 

controversy among educationists and the public in general. One university 

professor believed the proposed system to be a short-sighted policy which 

would make the schools solvent and the nation bankrupt, and that it really 

amounted to nothing more than legalised child labour. His condemnation was 

based on an earlier article in support of Basic Education by a member of the 

Harijan Ashramat Sabarmati. The author wrote that "ifeach child is made to 

perform a certain amount of manual labour by way of this school fee, and the 

teachers are resourceful enough to make this labour fully productive, a 

considerable proportion of the running expenses of the school can be met from 

this source." To substantiate his claim he went on to cite figures of earnings 

through spinning of the girls at the Harijan Ashram. Each student was supposed 

todevote three hours daily to spinning, carding and weaving. On this basis 

twenty-five ten-year-old girls made an average of 12 annas each month 

(approximately 9 rupees per annum) which in the author's view, demonstrated 

"that a class of students of the age of ten years and above can be made 

verynearly, if not altogether, self-supporting through spinning."191 The professor 

concluded from his analysis of the figures provided in the articles that even 

when a school had specialised in one occupation and had trained grown-up 

children, waste was considerable. His argument was that whilst a vocational 

school was a place for experimenting and wasting resources, India, with limited 

resources, could only afford to institute as few as necessary and only at 

important centres.192 Gandhi realised that the figures provided from Sabarmati 

were not conclusive, but as the average earnings was arrived at after deducting 

the loss due to waste, it was certainly encouraging data. He was really asking 

the professor and the nation to take his educational experiment on trust.193 
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Groups such as Servants of India and the Theosophical Society were also critical 

of what they saw as an over-emphasis on craft. Dinkar Desai, of the Servants of 

India wrote that "the basic craft is given such a predominant place in the 

Wardha Scheme that it loses its real educational value. The predominance is so 

pronounced that craft teaching issure to degenerate into the worst form of 

child labour." In his view handicraft should only have a limited scope in primary 

education, forming only a minor part of the curriculum.194 Dr. George 

Arundaleof the Theosophical Society criticised the Scheme for transforming the 

child into a wage making machine,19S and S. N. Namle, a Montessorian 

sympathetic to Gandhi's ideals, believed that the presentation and coordination 

of subjects in the syllabus should not be restricted to craft, because this merely 

replaced the dominance of books by the dominance of crafts, without giving 

due consideration to the important part played by the unconscious or 

subconscious activities in the formation of human personality. Namle did not 

condemn the Wardha Scheme, but by retaining the mechanical divisions and 

restricted contents of the orthodox curriculum, he believed it was out of date 

from the outset. Instead of imposing 'craft' onthe child he opposed the 

Montessori idea of preparing an environment in which the cultural atmosphere 

of the society is presented to the child in such a way that full advantage is 

taken of the child's natural instincts and inclinations.196 

Gandhi refuted the basic premise upon which the use of general terms like 

"child labour" to describe the Sevagram Method were founded, i.e., that 

regulated manual work is essentially harmful to the development of thechild. In 

his view value judgments such as this conjured up images of oppression and 

exploitation, the removal of which was the aim rather than the product of Basic 

Education.J.B. Kripalani restated Gandhi's belief when he wrote, "toeliminate 

labour from child education and child life would be to cripple the growing 

faculties of the child". He felt it was superstition to believe that approximately 

three hours' vocational work a day would make education dull, or hamper the 

natural creativity of the child's mind. On the contrary, he believed vocational 

exercise would keep the mind of the student fresh and alert while providing at 

the same time a means of drawing out his or her intellect."7 
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In October 1937, a small conference of educationists met at Wardha to discuss 

the plan of education Gandhi had been propounding in the columns of Harijan. 

Under Gandhi's presidentship the conference adopted the following resolutions: 

1. That free and compulsory education be provided for seven years on a 

national scale. 

2. That the medium of instruction be the mother-tongue. 

3. That the processes of education throughout this period should centre 

around some form of manual labour and productive work and all the other 

abilities to be developed or training to be given should, as far as possible, 

be integrally related to the central handicraft chosen with due regard to 

the environment of the child. 

4. That this system of education would be gradually able to cover the 

remuneration of the teachers. 

The conference also appointed a committee of educationists with Dr. Zakir 

Hussain as its Chairman, to prepare a detailed syllabus along these lines. Their 

report, which embodies what is known as the Wardha Scheme or "Basic National 

Education", was submitted to Gandhi on 2 December 1937.198 

Gandhi realised that his function as an educationist was not to present a 

complete educational picture but only to suggest broad principles to be 

scrutinised, modified and implemented by other educationists. In answer to 

critics at the Wardha Conference, he said, "You should not accept anything out 

of your regard for me. I am near death's door and would not dream of thrusting 

anything down people's throats. The scheme should be accepted after full and 

mature consideration so that it may not have to be given up after a little 

while."'99 Though the Sevagram Method was the result of extensive 

experimental work in the field of education by Gandhi and his colleagues over a 

long period it remained necessary to have all the elements of Basic Education 

tested and corroborated by the Zakir Hussain Committee, which comprised a 

number of eminent and experienced educationists.200 On the basis of the 

principles outlined in the Sevagram method the Committee prepared the main 
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outline of the correlated programme of work for a period of seven years. It was 

expected that during this period (age seven-fourteen) thechild would acquire 

"the essential modicum of social and civic training."201 

It is the technique of correlation which signified the essence of the new pattern 

of education proposed by Gandhi. In this context the object of the Wardha 

Scheme was not primarily the production of craftsmen who could practise a 

craft mechanically, but the "exploitation for educative purposes of the 

resources implicit in craft work". Much of the criticism levelled at the Scheme 

was based on the argument that it is impossible to teach all subjects through a 

craft, and it is evident that Gandhi did, at first, think this was possible.202 But 

he saw the difficulties of actually working the Scheme on this basis. He 

modified the principle to allow for knowledge imparted by craft to be 

supplemented by other processes.203 

The greatest strength of the Wardha Scheme was the carefully designed 

curriculum prepared by the Zakir Hussain Committee. But regrettably the 

uniqueness of the new system proved to be its major handicap. The teaching 

profession of India was in such a dilapidated state as to severely limit the 

number of competent teachers capable of utilising its full potential. A critic of 

the proposal to conscript teachers to be trained in the new method declared: 

We have made far too many experiments with our young men and women, but 

this one bids fair in its results to land us in a ruin from which there will be no 

escape for at least half a century. The whole thing is based on the notion that 

teaching is one of those arts for which no adequate training is necessary and 

that everyone is a born teacher.... The idea is a freak idea boundto be tragic in 

results if applied. Again, how can each and everyone train children in 

handicrafts, etc.?204 

The criticism was somewhat uninformed, but the author had a valid point in his 

general assessment of the teaching profession's inability to cope with the new 

method. However, Gandhi knew the only hope for success on a national level, 

lay with the preparedness of teachers to undergo a short re-training course.205 

The Zakir Hussain Committee also recognised the need for properly trained 
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teachers in their report. In this case it was a vital need because "when a radical 

reconstruction of the entire educational system is contemplated, the 

importance of the teachers who work out these changes is greatly 

accentuated."206 The Committee required the teachers to have a good 

understanding of the educational and social ideology underlying the Scheme 

combined with an enthusiasm for working it out. Moreover, the teachers were 

expected to have an intelligent interest in the life and activities of their human 

environment and a thorough grasp of the intimate relationship between school 

and society.207 

To enable the Scheme to begin as soon as possible a short emergency course of 

one year's training was provided for teachers specially selected from existing 

schools, national institutions and ashrams. The number of teachers to attend 

this abbreviated course was determined by the number of schools each 

province proposed to open. On the Committee's recommendation the next step 

was to set up a number of training schools in selected rural areas — at least one 

or two in each linguistic province—where teachers could learn the technique of 

correlation, and be trained to teach in the new basic schools. It was further 

planned to utilise existing training schools with the hope that the work of 

establishing basic schools for all the children in selected areas be completed 

within five years.208 

To facilitate the rapid development of the Scheme it was necessary to involve 

the Education Department inconjunction with each province in a survey to 

establish the number of existing schools to be transformed, the number of new 

schools to be opened, the number of teachers required for them, and the cost 

involved. The department was also required to arrange to send all the teachers 

in the existing schools who could not attend the one year's course of training to 

specially organised refresher courses, where they would be instructed in the 

principles and methods of Basic Education. It was hoped that a scheme could be 

drawn up to ensure that all teachers in the service of the Department would 

attend such a course within five years from the beginning of 1938.209  
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It was proposed that when the first group of teachers had been trained new 

basic schools would be started in selected areas where all schools could 

accommodate the new scheme. The Committee recognised a situation 

developing where schools operating under the old system co-existed with the 

new basic schools in an atmosphere of false and unhealthy competition. 

Consequently they suggested that basic schools should initially be set up in 

areas where there were few schools and where, for that reason, the provision 

of educational facilities was more urgently required. Another recommendation 

was that every training school should have a demonstration school attached 

which "should be staffed by specially competent teachers who possess the 

necessary intellectual and practical disposition to work the scheme 

sympathetically". These would serve as model schools in each locality to 

provide inspiration and guidance for schools to be established later.210 

Soon after the formulation of the syllabus the Scheme was brought for approval 

before the Indian National Congress at its Haripura session in February 1938. In 

a comprehensive resolution Congress endorsed the Scheme and initiated the 

formation of the Hindustani Talimi Sangh (All-India Board of Education).211 

However, though the scheme of Basic Education received support from many 

eminent educationists and the Congress, the Zakir Hussain Committee 

recommendations highlighted the need to promote interest in Government 

circles for a chance of complete success. 

The Central Advisory Board of Education, which was attached to the 

Government of India Ministry of Education, and whose function it was to co-

ordinate and guide the educational policy and programme of the Provincial 

Governments, appointed a committee to examine the new scheme in January 

1938, with B.G. Kher (Minister for Education in Bombay) as its Chairman. The 

Kher Committee was instructed to "examine the scheme of educational 

reconstruction incorporated in the Wardha Scheme, on the light of the Abbott 

Wood Report on General and Vocational Education and other relevant 

documents."212 The report by Abbott and Wood, two of India's leading 

educationists, vindicatedthe Sevagram Method by supporting the premise that 
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manual work is the most satisfactory medium of instruction and the "key to a 

boy's serenity." On a national level much of the controversy over the new 

scheme ended with the acceptance by the Kher Committee of the basic 

principles underlying the Sevagram Method, and the general approval given to 

its conclusions by the Central Advisory Board of Education. 

In pursuance of the resolution passed by the Congress at Haripura, the 

Hindustani Talimi Sangh was formed in April 1938, at Sevagram. The first 

object of the Sangh was to undertake extensive research work in the field of 

Basic Education and extend co-operation to Government and non-Government 

institutions already involved in experiments with the new scheme. The 

finalisation of the Scheme could not have come at a more fortuitous time for 

Congress, which was in office in seven out of the eleven provinces of India. 

Harking back to the first stirrings of the National Education Movement in Bengal 

during the early 1900s Congress was determined to get the maximum political 

mileage out of the Scheme.213 However, it had taken extraordinary men such as 

Satish Chandra Mukherjee in 1906 and Gandhi in 1937 to stimulate the 

governing echelons into positive action, and the extent of actual reform was in 

fact limited to some extent by the amount of undivided attention these men 

were able to give their respective programmes. 

The Hindustani Talimi Sangh began its efforts to put the Wardha Scheme into 

practice by requesting the Education Ministers in the seven Congress provinces 

to start basic schools and the national institutions to co-operate in the 

introduction and spread of Basic Education. It was understood that the first 

basic schools would serve as experimental modelsuntil the teacher training 

programme was firmly established. The Central Provinces' Government opened 

the first teacher training school at Wardha in conjunction with the Hindustani 

Talimi Sangh and the VidyaMandir (Temple of Learning) scheme, under which 

every village where fifty or more school-going children were available was to 

have a Vidya Mandir- It was proposed to attach a plot of land to each school, 

sufficient inarea to provide the teacher with a living wage committees for each 

school were to be elected by the villagers on anadultfranchise basis, and there 
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was to be a reserve fund formed out of the net income of the trust, to be 

utilised in periodsof famine andscarcity. 

In 1938 the Scheme had only been put into operation on a small scale but 

optimism in educational and governmental circles was high. There were over 

five thousand applicants for the first training course offered by the Vidya 

Mandir training school, out of which one hundred and sixty-six candidates were 

selected. Gandhi sought to impress upon these trainees the pioneering nature 

of their undertaking and the full implications of the Schemes.214 He was 

conscious of two interrelated factors which might limit the success of the 

scheme. Firstly, the Sevagram Method had not been vindicated on a sufficiently 

large scale to warrant an automatic nation-wide adoption of the Wardha 

Scheme, and secondly, in the period in which Gandhi refined his educational 

approach there had been relatively little experimental work in its practical 

application at the national level. 

The first twelve months of nai talim did appear to justify, the high 

expectations of its creators. The Governments of Bombay, Bihar and Orissa 

constituted Boards of Basic Education and appointed officers with the object of 

supervising and promoting the programme. Ten training centres were instituted 

by the Governments of Bombay, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa 

and Kashmir. Among the national institutions, the Jamia Milia Islamia of Delhi 

and the Andhra Jateeya Kalashala of Masulipatam undertook the training of 

teachers, and the Maharashtra Vidyapith of Poona and the Gujarat Vidyapith of 

Ahmedabad started basic schools. The first basic schools established were the 

practising school at the Vidya Mandir training school, a voluntary school at 

Tagadur village in the Mysore State and the district board school at Sevagram. 

The Vidya Mandir experiment was conducted by staff from the headquarters of 

the Hindustani Talimi Sangh (Sevagram) under the direction of Shrimati 

Ashadevi, who had been the first teacher to impart Basic Education to the 

children of Sevagram. Careful and complete records of thechildren's workand 

general development were kept to be used for further discussion or research on 

an individual and groupbasis. The experiment was conducted under nospecial 
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conditions. The pupils were taken over from the municipal schools, mostly from 

the urban middle and lower middle classes, who had not been brought up in an 

atmosphere or tradition of craft work. The teachers were neither expert 

craftsmen nor specifically trained for the new system. They were from the old 

staff of the practising school and had received only a hasty training in spinning 

with takli and in the technique of correlated teaching. In the light of these 

conditions it was hoped that the experiment would be accepted as an average 

specimen. 

At Vidya Mandir there was no fixed time table, as the teaching depended 

primarily on the opportunities arising from the craft work. 215In terms of 

production and efficiency the experiment was so successful that the figures, 

when compared with the standard laid down in the detailed syllabus prepared 

by the Zakir Hussain Committee demonstrated that both in efficiency and 

production the attainment of the students atthe end of two and a half months 

exceeded the standard fixed at the end of six months. The earning capacity as 

a group and per child was well above the highest expectations. However, the 

report of the experiment in Harijan does not indicate the success of the 

correlated method in realising the all-round development of the children. 

On the other hand, the report of Gandhi's meeting with several of the first 

students to complete the Basic Education course at Sevagram was more 

encouraging: 

They were village lads from Sevagram and the neighbouring villages. Compared 

to those whom one sees working in the fields and who have never been to 

school, they were a heartening result of a first endeavour. They were clean, 

well-groomed, disciplined and well-mannered.216 

Whilst it was difficult to gauge the success of the Scheme by the assessment of 

such an abstract variable as individual character development, it was possible 

to determine its real potential from the ease with which a large number of 

basic schools were begun within a relatively short period. M. S. Patel observed, 

with surprise, "the progress of Basic Education was not much adversely affected 

during the second year, even though the political situation had altered 
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considerably."217 The main reason was that the first All-India Basic Education 

Conference at Poona had resolved to safeguard the progress-of the Scheme in 

spite of the war and subsequent resignation of the Congress Ministries. In 1939 

the Bihar Government started thirty new basic schools in the district of 

Champaran, the Bombay Government introduced Basic Education in fifty-eight 

district board schools and twenty- eight other schools, in Gujarat, Maharashtra 

and Karnatak. With the addition of a few new training schools the total number 

in the country rose to fourteen. 

Despite many encouraging results the optimism of 1938 had waned considerably 

by 1940-41. The Orissa Government decided to discontinue the scheme in the 

best interests of the province. Orders to take effect from March 1941 were 

passed to dissolve the Board of Basic Education, the Training School and fifteen 

basic schools. The fierce internal and external struggles embroiling the Indian 

sub-continent were taking their toll on the provincial governments, who found 

they could no longer afford to channel valuable resources into the education 

scheme, the situation highlighted the raisond'etre for Gandhi's idealistic 

emphasis on the self-supporting nature of his proposals. His message to the 

Second All-India Basic Education Conference in April 1941 appeared to 

foreshadow the principal reason for the decline of the Scheme: 

I hope that the Conference will realise that the success of the effort is 

dependent more on self-help than upon Government, which must necessarily be 

cautious even when it is well disposed. Our experiment to be thorough has to 

be at least somewhat made without alloy and without outside interference.218 

The April Conference was attended by the representatives of the Departments 

of Education of Bombay, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Kashmir, and workers from non-

Government basic schools. In their review of work progress they recognised 

certain problems but did not suggest that these were major obstacles: 

This Conference is happy to note that the reports of Government, non-

Government and other basic schools lead to the conclusion that this education 

has greatly improved the health and behaviour of the children and promoted 

their mental development. The children attending the basic schools are full of 
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energy and self-confidence, and can express themselves moreclearly. They 

acquire the habit of co-operation and are free from social and other bonds. The 

Conference hopes that still better results will accrue from this education in 

future.219 

The many general working problems mainly related to misconceptions held by 

teachers regarding the use of craft as the medium of correlation. An over-

exuberant teacher would sacrifice the child's learning to achieve a synthesis at 

any cost. In cases such as these the only aim of the teacher was to prove that 

all knowledge could be imparted in a correlated way via the medium of the 

craft. On the other hand, some teachers did not use the craft process as a 

medium of learning, but simply as a means of academic instruction, i.e., the 

teacher merely changed the old teaching aids for craft materials or craft 

processes as a means of imparting academic knowledge. 

Gandhi's plea remained that education be "coextensive with life itself". In an 

attempt to ensure that the Scheme progressed along these lines he conceived 

of a new framework which would extend the scope of Basic Education so that 

"it should include the education of everybody at every stage of life".220 The 

third All-India Basic Education Conference was held at Sevagram in January 

1945, to discuss this new interpretation of Basic Education, to assess its 

progress during the preceding five years and to plan the future programme. 

Despite dwindling resources and a dearth of literature and trained teachers, 

the work continued. Experiments were begun in the fields of pre-Basic and 

post-Basic Education, and further research undertaken to work out the self-

sufficiency aspect of the Scheme.221 However, opposition to the Wardha 

Scheme in Government and Congress circles appeared to harden after 

Independence. Socialists and conservatives, who had earlier spoken with one 

voice in their condemnation of the emphasis placed on manual labour in the 

curriculum, pressured provincial governments into shortening the period of 

Basic Education and following it with a set period of formal academic 

education.222 
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The main areas of difference between the Government and the Gandhian 

educationists were the role craft should play in the curriculum and the 

importance of English, industrialism and urbanisation in the future development 

of India. The Government was prepared to give craft instruction merely a 

subsidiary role in its overall programme, and stressed the need to strengthen 

India through further urbanisation and industrialisation.Commenting on the 

ideological differences between the government and theGandhians, K.G. 

Mashruwala declared, "But that is exactly the reason why the Government 

should adopt a different terminology for their system of education and not call 

it Basic Education or the Wardha Scheme of Education, and should not use 

Gandhi's name in association with it."223 

Nai talim was village-oriented to provide the majority of Indians with the 

minimum education necessary to understand the complexities of their 

environment and to be self-reliant within that environment. However, the 

failure to adopt a uniform system of educationin therural and urban are as 

exacerbated the old inequities. Urban areas adopted the orthodox Government 

curriculum, and whilst Gandhian institutions persevered for some time with 

Basic Education, increasing numbers of village people aspired to city life with 

its perceived material benefits, thusunderminingtheir work. Kusum Nair 

identified this problem in her Blossoms in the Dust, in which she highlighted 

the attitude of the Sevagram villagers to the Basic Education programme of the 

Ashram: 

As for "basic education", of which Sevagram Ashram is the centre, they say with 

unconcealed contempt: "We do not send our children to the ashram school 

beyond the fourth class (i.e. primary), because those who pass outof "nai talim" 

cannot get jobs. So our boys go to Wardha town; they walk the four miles to 

study in a conventional school.... We do not want to remain tillers of the soil 

forever. We also want to become lawyers and doctors. "Nai talim" is no good for 

that."224 

Gunnar Myrdal has suggested that though any attempt to make primary schools 

basic would entail several modifications to Gandhi's original proposal, i.e., in 
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the self-supporting and correlative aspects of the scheme, "basic-oriented" 

primary education none the less "could be the ideal solution to the much 

needed reform of the curriculum and teaching methods in Indian primary 

schools. The school would have local roots and its isolation from the community 

at large would be lessened; itwould encourage the teacher to participate in the 

life of the community and exert his influence toward changing attitudes; and, 

most important for effective teaching, it would give all children the experience 

of performing purposeful work with their hands, which would also help to 

counteract prejudices against manual work."225 

It is difficult to determine whether the failure of the reform was due to poor 

teachers, inadequate text-books, the reluctance of middle-class parents to 

send their children to schools which prescribed manual work, or a combination 

of all these factors. Perhaps those mainly responsible for implementing the 

scheme were not in tune with its ideals, or there was simply not enough 

sympathy for Gandhi's ideas among those in power after Independence. As Ram 

K. Vepa puts it, "Whatever the reason, the 'Basic Scheme of Education' of 

Gandhiji has for all practical purposes remained a dead letter even after 

Independence."226 

Conclusion 

The growth of Sevagram into an ashram was more an outcome of Gandhi's 

charismatic role in national affairs than of express design. However, the 

experiment brought into focus his ideas on the role of the concerned individual 

in village reconstruction. His was essentially a humanist approach. Rather than 

refer to the villagers in terms of unwieldy, faceless statistics he spoke in terms 

of the needs of the lowliest in each village. He was concerned with the social, 

economic, spiritual and psychological needs of each individual, since for him 

individuals were the foundation-stone of the village. At the same time he 

placed the onus for village improvement on the shoulders of the individual. He 

believed that each person had the right to full spiritual, intellectual and moral 

development, but it was only possible through the service of fellow-men, which 

fulfilled the duty owed to society as stipulated in the Bhagavad Gita.227 

http://www.mkgandhi.org/


Gandhi and His Ashrams 
 

www.mkgandhi.org  Page 271 

In contrast to Gandhi's individualistic concept of social change Nehru and the 

Socialists expressed a collectivist mentality. Nehru believed that by 

collectivising the factors of production underlying the social and economic 

structures of the nation, and thereby amalgamating capital and labourunder 

the power of a democratic socialist state, all basis for exploitation would be 

effectively removed. In the case of India he argued that all social wrongs would 

be redressed by dispossessing capital of its control over the factors of 

production, and by progressively replacing agriculture as the mainstay of the 

economy with a strong industrial base controlled by the state. He maintained 

that India had been wedded far too long to past forms and modes of thought 

and action, andthat any attempt to build up a country's economy largely on the 

basis of cottage and small-scale industries would be doomed to failure. He even 

went so far as to argue that just as a child's mind is stimulated by craft or 

manual activity, it is also stimulated bymachines.228 

Though Nehru gave assurances that the introduction of machinery on a large 

scale would absorb labour rather than create fresh unemployment, Gandhi 

could not conceive of a machine age developing in India at the expense of her 

700,000 villages. To nullify the harmful effects of excessive institutionalisation 

he argued that the centralised economic and political system of the colonial 

regime must be replaced by a polity based on decentralisation. He conceived of 

his non-violent programme of positive action as the only viable means of 

combating the major problems he saw confronting Indian society: growing 

poverty and the rapidly increasing number of unemployed and underemployed; 

social dislocation and alienation on a large scale; a degeneration of spiritual 

and ethical values; and an increasing fear of real freedom. 

During the latter part of his life Gandhi did focus more attention on the 

question of undermining the grip of the sub-strata of exploiters upon society, 

i.e. industrialists, wealthy merchantsand bankers, and zamindars, but he never 

openly condoned forcibly dispossessing these groups. He always maintained that 

he was a socialist, but in his concept of socialism there was no place for 

violence, coercion, hatred and class conflict. He believed any attempt to invest 
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absolute power in the state and uproot people from their traditional 

agricultural vocations would reduce them to automatons of a centralised 

factory system. In his view denial ofindividual freedom and creative activity 

would negate theduty of service to society and thus destroy genuine 

community.229 Nehru and the Socialists found the ideal of non-violent swaraj 

too impractical, but Gandhi was unyielding in his view that disregard of non-

violence would result in wholesale destruction. 

The failure of Gandhi's followers to further develop his ashrams as vehicles of 

community activism stemmed from his inability to counteract the negative 

aspects of his charismatic authority. This is borne out by the fact that other 

Gandhian ashrams, which have been founded by men and women dedicated not 

only to Gandhi but to the ideals he stood for, have continuedto serve people in 

various ways. But the Sabarmati and Sevagram Ashrams have been transformed 

into museums and national shrines. 

Gandhi abhorred dogmatism for the same reason that he discouraged 

monuments to himself; it denied an interpretation of his philosophy as a 

dynamic and integrated evolutionary theory. He did not wish his ideas and 

practice to be "sanctified", such that any deviation from the historically 

"legitimate" methodology would be regarded as sacrilege. He knew this would 

petrify development and result in a sectarian approach to new problems: 

"There is no such thing as 'Gandhism', and I do not want to leave any sect after 

me. I have simply tried in my own way to apply the eternal truths to our daily 

life and problems." Today the facade of both Sabarmati and Sevagram stand as 

monuments to the inability of the Gandhian movement to keep abreast of 

changing situations and aspirations. On the twenty-eighth anniversary of 

Gandhi's death his grandson Arun wrote : 

The Ashrams where Bapu lived, worked and from where he gave inspiration to 

400 million people have been turned into showpieces; there is nothing 

Gandhian about them.230 

A detailed examination of the contemporary Gandhian ashram movement falls 

outside the parameters of this book. However, a number of observations need 
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to be made. The so-called "heirs" of Gandhi who have sought to depoliticise the 

movement have misunderstood, or purposefully ignored, his intention in 

dissociating the constructive work programmes from power politics. He 

rejected the parliamentary programme of reform, which he saw being 

manipulated by vested interests, but he did not seek to purge satyagraha of its 

activating principle, the sanction of direct non-violent action. Rather he sought 

through the ashrams and constructive work organisations to provide dynamic 

outlets for the energies of the people, which he foresaw leading "to greater 

public participation, and, indirectly, to a greater control over the policies and 

actions of those who were in power."231 

Non-violence has naturally been discarded by the architects of parliamentary 

democracy inIndia because the politicalleadership is only capable of operating 

within the neo-colonial framework ithas created since Independence. On the 

other hand, non-violence remains the static symbol of a movement which tends 

to have few established bondsof organisation and hierarchy, and no rationally 

defined goals. Its members are primarily bound together by their loyalty to the 

memory of Gandhi and to Vinoba Bhave, a charismatic leader whose authority 

rested on his personification and exposition of an ideal stripped of its 

dynamism.232 Today's exponents of selfless asceticism, daily spinning and fasting 

in the cause of truth and non-violence perhaps forget that the key to Gandhi's 

effectiveness as an activist was his ability to communicate with the people and 

co-ordinate activities to raise their consciousness. 

Fumblings along Gandhian lines are recognisable in political and non-political 

developments since his death. Whether these will culminate in the realisation 

that a suitably modified concept of sarvodaya can provide a framework to 

realise the needs of modem India and ensure that independence means not only 

political freedom but freedom from hunger and want poses a largely 

unanswerable question. Today there is little indication that this will indeed be 

the case: 

In some of the ashrams there still are dynamic persons, but for some reason 

they have not been able to form a cadre of devoted and enlightened workers. 
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Perhaps because of the present circumstances it may be more difficult today to 

find people who would want to be dedicated to Gandhian ideals. Even the 

villagers are today caught up in the vortex of economic and political whirlpools 

and appear to be running helter-skelter without knowing whatthey wantor 

where they want to get to. In these circumstances to wean the people away 

from this mad scramble to something more constructive we need not just the 

Gandhian programme but a programme with more dynamism.233 

It cannot be said that India has explored the possibilities offered by the 

Gandhian alternative. The direction the nation has taken since Independence is 

in no respect a reflection of his goals or activities. 
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05. Conclusion 

This book has sought to trace the genesis and progress of Gandhi's 

communitarianism and its role in the evolution of his non-violent alternative. 

His ideal of human development was radical and humanistic, but imbued with 

an asceticism which sought to cultivate simplicity, inner strength and 

detachment from worldly ambition. He believed in the perfectibility of man 

through self-realisation, which was a process evolved through birth and rebirth. 

His spiritual goal was to realise his individuality as an experience of 

universality, as an expression of the essential unity of all living things. In his 

view those who sought the path of self-realisation through service to their 

fellow-men were sign posts to a better future in which individuals, groups and 

nations would cease to maintain themselves at the expense of others. 

Underlying Gandhi's humanism was the idea that man's nature and his relations 

with the external environment represent an organic whole which cannot be 

compartmentalised and understood in isolation: He believed that man's 

potentialities unfold through his experience of oneness and harmony with his 

fellow-man and nature. When he spoke of politics, he did not refer to the 

pursuit of narrow sectional interests, but the strengthening of democratic 

institutions that enabled the people as a whole to realise economic and 

political independence. By building character, by understanding moral values, 

and by being more self-reliant, he believed that the people would be better 

equipped to govern themselves. Right diet, right thought and right action 

strengthened the moral fibre of the individual, and laid the foundation for a 

righteous society that would, in Gandhi's view, enable man to satisfy his basic 

needs free of violence and coercion. 

Against the centralist ethos of the modem state, which depended for its 

survival in his view, upon the increasing exploitation of human and natural 

resources, Gandhi opposed the ideal of humanity as a co-operative, harmonious 

entity, enabling man todevelop his full potential as an integrated memberof 

the human race. He recognised that modern man no longer experienced himself 
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as a constituent part of his surroundings, but responded to society and nature 

as abstract entities from which he was largely estranged. He saw modern 

civilisation accepting technological progress, bureaucratisation, and social 

manipulation as vital ingredients of the historical process, without looking for 

the inherent and immediate value of any action or development. He saw 

alienation undermining social cohesion, leaving atomised individuals whose 

character and thought were increasingly shaped by the mass conglomerations 

that make up the bureaucratic industrial system. He saw the role of the 

individual in modern society becoming that of an unthinking automaton. 

In London as a student, and later in South Africa, Gandhi was drawn to the 

ideas of humanists who challenged the Hobbesian doctrine of individualistic 

rationalism, which reduced man toacog in the machine of state, and the 

utilitarian doctrine of the "greatest good for the greatest number", which he 

later described as a "heartless doctrine" that "has done harm to humanity".1 To 

the radicals and reformists with whom he came into contact true freedom was 

not the satisfaction of individualistic wants and needs, but a collective 

experience of harmony between men and between man and nature. Violence 

and exploitation resulted, in their view, from man's failure to recognise the 

true nature of existence; the alienated man did not experience humanity as a 

whole but as a collection of individuals with narrow loyalties that prevented 

the growth of a humanism transcending clan, class, national and racial barriers. 

They sought a social pattern affording equal opportunity to all, based on 

mutual aid and a return to simple co-existence with nature. 

Principles such as vegetarianism, the unity of religious tradition, non-

attachment, self-renunciation and selfless service became inextricably bound 

up with the non-violent paradigm that Gandhi began to formulate under the 

influence of humanist thinkers and nonconformist Christianity. Moreover, 

through the eyes of Western intellectuals, he was introduced to the wisdom of 

the East, most particularly the traditions of Hinduism as a vehicle of self-

purification and social renewal. He perceived little difference in the basic 

tenets of the major religions, and the conviction grew that Indians must revalue 
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their own traditions in order to create a righteous society. He was impressed 

with alternative social philosophies and models that rejected the value system 

of the evolving capitalist order, but his desire to see India free of imperialist 

domination, and purged of its many inequities, led him to translate his thought 

into the language of Hindu tradition, the language of the great majority of 

India's heterogeneous people. 

Throughout his early life Gandhi had shown a predilection for truth, moral 

teachings and renunciation. In South Africa, inspired by the writings of social 

philosophers such as Tolstoy, Ruskin and Thoreau and the practical example of 

a community of Trappist monks, be began to give his beliefs concrete 

expression. The problems faced by Indians in South Africa brought his concern 

for quality of lifeinto sharp focus. He linked self-improvement with the struggle 

to win one's rights, and taught that only through self- suffering can one defeat 

and convert a more powerful opponent. 

Gandhi's ideas and charismatic personality attracted a number of Europeans, 

who, along with Indian friends and relatives, helped him establish and maintain 

Indian Opinion and the Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm settlements as well as 

conduct a series on non-violent civil disobedience campaigns against repressive 

measures taken by the South African Government. The communal experiments 

crystallised his ideas on self-mastery as the basis for moral action. The courage 

shown by his satyagrahis, and the example of religious tolerance, racial 

harmony and voluntary poverty set by the Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm settlers, 

played a substantial role in mobilising support for the Indian cause in South 

Africa, enabling the community to win a short-lived but significant moral 

victory. 

South Africa witnessed the genesis of Gandhi's satyagraha and ashram 

concepts, but he declared that his main objective was the uplift of India's 

downtrodden. This went beyond meeting the basic material needs of the people 

and envisaged a full-scale social revolution in a country sorely divided against 

itself. He couched his ideas in terminology comprehensible to India's Hindu 

masses, but his theories derived from a cross-cultural synthesis of ascetic and 
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communal traditions, and were underpinned by a Christian egalitarianism alien 

to the bulk ofhis countrymen. A number of his ideas, such as the removal of 

untouchability, sanitation reform, uplift of women and co-education, 

challenged religious orthodoxy, and the fact that men and women lived 

together in his ashrams diminished the acceptability of his programmes to many 

Indians. Moreover, his indictment of modern civilisation as spiritually and 

morally bankrupt and harmful to the all-round development of India's people, 

alienated the educated elites who more often than not owed their economic 

and social status to Western education and the professional system 

transplanted from England. 

Nevertheless, Gandhi's achievements in South Africa and the resulting 

patronage he received from prominent businessmen and intellectuals such as 

Gokhale and Tagore, assured him of a foothold, however tenuous, in the affairs 

of the nation. He fully exploited this advantage; and by the time of his 

controversial address at the opening ceremony of the Benares Hindu University 

in 1916 had founded the Satyagraha Ashram at Kochrab in Ahmedabad, and 

begun to propagate his ideas on the reform of the individual and society. 

Satyagraha had become for Gandhi not merely a technique of non-violent 

action to redress wrong-doing, but a means to return to the natural condition of 

man. By peripatetic teaching through-out India, he began to awaken people to 

the power of positive action as a means of building a new free society. 

Though Gandhi's ashram concept was based on the principle of withdrawal and 

renewal common to Hindu and Christian ascetic tradition, he saw a dynamic 

role for his communities in the application of satyagraha. In South Africa 

Phoenix and Tolstoy Farm had served as training grounds for satyagrahis and as 

a source of moral and economic support during the campaigns. Gandhi's idea 

was that ashram life would foster an active asceticism, and, while self-

realisation remained the ultimate goal of the ashramite, active service to 

society was the means to that end. By imbuing the spiritual ideal of self-

renunciation with a social conscience, he believed that religious values could 

be channelled through positive action to reform the individual and society. In 
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his view the concerned individual who ordered his life around a refined 

asceticism, and yet remained active in society and politics, was an irrepressible 

agent of social change, immune from the corrupting influence of power. 

In the tradition-bound, rigidly hierarchical society of India, Gandhi recognised 

the need for a moral or temporal sanction emanating from an organised group 

of activists capable of inspiring the masses to the necessary height of creativity 

and self-sacrifice. He conceived of satyagraha as that sanction. He saw 

Sabarmati and its many off shoots (ashrams and constructive work 

organisations) as a means of penetrating the barriers of ignorance and illiteracy 

and of arousing the masses out of their conditioned fatalism and inertia. In this 

context the role of the ashramites was educative. 

Ideally free of caste and religious distinctions, they were expected to set an 

example of brotherhood and sisterhood, and selfless action which Gandhi hoped 

the nation as a whole would emulate. By breaking down caste ideology and 

inculcating a faith in sacrificial work, he sought to weaken the grip of divisive 

factors alienating the villager from the city-dweller and the manual labourer 

from the intelligentsia. He aimed to inculcate an awareness of the rights and 

responsibilities of citizenship, and to awaken the people to their innate power 

to change the social and physical environment. 

However, the demands of the political struggle severely handicapped Gandhi's 

non-political work. His ability to exploit hitherto untapped political resources 

propelled him to the leadership of the freedom struggle. But whilst it was a 

relatively easy task to arouse people to an awareness of their rights, it was 

difficult to educate them to accept their responsibilities. In the atmosphere of 

fevered political activity and high expectation generated by the satyagraha and 

non-co-operation movements, Gandhi's plea that true freedom would not come 

from political independence alone but from sustained and constructive social 

change, fell on deaf ears. The majority of Congressmen had utmost faith in his 

political acumen, but many rejected his social theories as impractical and 

regarded the constructive work programme as an unnecessary drain on political 

resources. 
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Similarly, Gandhi's preoccupation with national affairs destabilised the 

Sabarmati Ashram. He soon discovered that absolute vows were no guarantee 

against human fallibility. The majority of ashramites were not sufficiently 

attuned to the demands of the ascetic discipline to which they agreed to 

submit. Men and women intermingling beyond the restrictions of traditional 

obligation and custom were expected to sublimate their sexual urges merely by 

taking a vow, the observance of which was normally confined to male ascetics 

cut off from the company of women. Without the requisite detachment and 

commitment tochosen ideals the taking of absolute vows wasshown to be self- 

defeating. Apart from incident after incident of vow-breaking, during Gandhi's 

extended absences the Ashram was beset with internal problems that only he, 

with his infinite patience and compassion, could resolve. 

Yet Gandhi found himself unable tosupervise either the internal workings or the 

external constructive activities of Sabarmati, with the result that he devolved 

responsibility on men and women who lacked his charismatic authority and 

organisational ability. The increasing institutionalisation of the Ashram and 

constructive work organisations led to the routinisation of Gandhi's ideas. This 

stifled individual initiative and creativity to a large degree and resulted in the 

growth of a rigid ideology and code of conduct that reduced his evolutionary 

theories to dogma. He recognised the problem but his energieswere divided 

between such a multiplicity of roles as to leave him helpless. Though the 

Sabarmati ashramites displayed courage and endurance during the Salt 

Satyagraha and subsequent civil disobedience movement, Gandhi realised that 

the Ashram had outlived its usefulness and disbanded it in 1933. 

Though Gandhi was never satisfied with the Sabarmati experiment, it did lay 

the foundation for a number of positive developments. Programmes of work 

undertaken in the villages were often the result of successful experiments in 

the Ashram. This was particularly true of the khadi industry and programmes 

such as child and adult education, sanitation reform, malaria prevention and 

cow protection. Another achievement of the Ashram experiment was its role in 

creating a new dimension for the participation of women in the affairs of the 
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nation. Gandhi mapped out a vital role for women in the Ashram programmes, 

awakening many to a sense of their own strength and dignity as individuals. 

Women remained in the forefront of the Gandhian programmes asa result, and 

were often the mainstay of ashrams established after the Sabarmati pattern in 

rural areas. 

The network of ashrams that developed was perhaps the major outcome of the 

Ashram experiment, for, though Sabarmati depended for its survival on wealthy 

benefactors, the smaller offshoots were managed more efficiently and 

economically and their work amongst disadvantaged groups proved to be more 

substantial. The experience of the 1920s encouraged Gandhi to shift the 

emphasis from the role of the ashram as an institution to that of the village 

worker who orders his life around the ashramic ideal. However, the ideal of 

placing a lone worker in each village was shown to be impractical. Ashrams 

were needed as supportive communities for the village worker. They were 

necessary to provide basic social services, to train villagers to be community 

workers and teachers among their own people, and to educate adults and 

children to be clean, healthy, independent- minded citizens, self-reliant and 

proud of their cultural and religious heritage. In the words of Taraben 

Mashruwala, the founder of the Kasturba Ashram at Madhan in the Amravati 

district of Maharashtra, "Just as one has a power generating station to cater to 

a particular area and this power is spread throughout this area and used for 

various purposes, so a social worker should become a source of enlightenment 

in a particular area radiating his or her influence over the surrounding areas."2  

The Gandhian ashrams also played a supportive role in the satyagraha 

campaigns. In response to Gandhi's clarion call the ashram workers introduced 

and sustained programmes of self- improvement among the people of their 

area, many of whom were inspired to feats of self-sacrifice when the 

opportunity arose. Chimanbhai Bhatt, a member of Jugatram Dave's Swaraj 

Ashram at Vedchhi in southern Gujarat, recalls the substantial part played by 

the Ashram during the freedom struggle: 
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In such an inspired atmosphere the Ashram played a very constructive and 

remarkable role.... During the freedom struggle the tribal people of this area 

also readily took to constructive activities such as spinning, weaving, giving up 

the drink habit and social reforms. Educationally also there has been steady 

and considerable progress. The great awakening was indeed astonishing 

because the tribal people, men as well as women, joined the freedom struggle, 

offered satyagraha and joyfully and courageously courted imprisonment. 

Thisgreatly added to their moral, social and cultural stature. Even here in this 

small village of Vedchhi, with a population of 1,500 people, 13 menand 7 

women, who offered satyagraha were sentenced tovarious periods of 

imprisonment.3 

The ashramic life cultivated the discipline and provided the support required to 

conduct civil disobedience at the grass-roots level. The possibilities in the 

ashram concept for rousing political awareness among the villagers were 

recognised by Nehru and Gandhi's politically-minded co-workers. Cadresof 

dedicated and highly disciplined men and women could effectively impart 

political education on a wide scale. But the idea of divorcing constructive work 

from political activity and arousing the masses to forcibly overthrow their 

overlords was repugnant to Gandhi. He believed that political consciousness 

devoid of social responsibility was destructive. To him freedom was not a 

narrow political objective, but the ideal and guiding principle of a sustained 

social revolution. 

The rift between Gandhi and the socialist campin Congress over the issue of 

political and social priorities widened during the 1930s. He could not reconcile 

concepts such as class struggle, violent dispossession and socialisation of 

industry with the sarvodaya ideal. Leftists accused him of supporting vested 

interests; he, in turn, whilst acknowledging the dedication of many socialists, 

criticised them for being Western-minded, and proclaimed their ignorance of 

human nature and conditions in the villages. He increasingly distanced the 

constructive work programme from the Congress organisation, which he 

believed was being manipulated by political careerists to further their own 
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interests. Upon withdrawing from Congress in 1934 he buried himself in the 

village work programme. 

The slow progress of thegramsevak scheme was due primarily to the difficulties 

faced by average men and women in sustaining independent and self-directed 

programmes of work in backward villages. They often had misconceptions as to 

the role they were expected to play in village life, and the strict code of 

conduct that Gandhi insisted upon sorely taxed their inner resources. Impatient 

for quick results, many gram sevaks attempted to impose preconceived work 

Schemes, adopting an attitude of superiority towards the villagers and merely 

succeeding in alienating the people they were sent to serve. Though significant 

numbers of village workers adopted villages, and successfully lived amongstthe 

people and served them, there was no indication that such individual action 

would flower into a broad-based programme reaching into every corner of rural 

India. 

Yet Gandhi had utmost faith in the spirituality and nonviolence of the village 

people, and their ability to survive the greatest hardship: 

The remote village life is in its way deeply spiritual in my opinion, more so than 

in the West. That is the permanent part of mass Hinduism. It will be finally 

judged by its influence on them. For ages the cult of violence has failed to 

produce any impression on them. History has no record of these villages having 

in a mass taken part in violence. Not therefore that they are totally non-

violent. But they are comparatively so.4 

He persevered, but the Sevagram experiment begun in 1936 by no means 

vindicated his faith in the gramsevak scheme. He found himself unable to 

tackle village work to his satisfaction and helpless to stop the flow of followers 

who gathered around him there. He had laid down the ideal that each 

ashramite settle in a village and inculcate ashramic values through service and 

example. Initially he saw the Sevagram experiment as an expression of the 

ideal, but in reality the growth of the Ashram was symptomatic of his followers' 

dependence upon him for their inspiration. 
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Though a number of programmes bore fruit, the overall experiment was 

weakened by excessive institutionalisation and the attendant increase in 

division of labour and conflict of interests. The community was racked with 

dissension, which, far from setting an example of harmonious and balanced 

social growth, undermined the tenuous rapport established between diligent 

ashramites and the villagers. 

Another factor which severely handicapped the development of village work 

was the people's opposition to activities that were alien to their caste tradition, 

particularly those related to untouchability. Innovations that threatened the 

status quo met with resistance and, occasionally, outright hostility. The people 

protected their caste interests, enforced their caste rules and defended their 

ritual position in the hierarchy, because itafforded them security and identity. 

Against this entrenched value system Gandhi opposed an egalitarianism and 

work ethic that was foreign to the caste mentality. 

Gandhi recognised the educational value of selfless manual labour performed 

by gram sevaks whose caste-rules forbade such work, buthe saw that 

thegreatest need was for a mass education scheme to generate respect for the 

individual and awareness of the dignity of all types of work. The Wardha 

scheme was conceived for this purpose. Gandhi came to believe that ashrams 

patterned on his ideals should primarily serve a pedagogical function by 

tackling the problems of the villagers, showing them the way to develop self-

confidence and thus self-reliance, and training children and adults alike to be 

community workers without alienating them from their own people. According 

to Chimanbhai Bhatt this remains the main concern of ashrams today: 

Ashram-based programmes generally mean that they are centres of post-Basic 

(secondary) educational institutions and primary teachers' training colleges. 

During the last thirty years such institutions have multiplied and are doing quite 

valuable work. Some of the Ashram institutions are generally helpful to the 

village society in various ways. Off and on, as need arises, batches of students 

led by teachers go out to the villages and help them in building roads, cleaning 

the village area, holding prayer assemblies and at times showing them good, 
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instructive news-reels and film strips. In times of natural calamities such as 

droughts, tornadoes, floods, etc., also teachers and students, render very 

useful, devoted service.5 

However, the scope of such activities appears limited. Uttamchand Shah, 

Secretary of the Swaraj Ashram at Bardoli, observes that though the ashrams 

have been successful in strengthening the character of their pupils and have 

assisted many disadvantaged groups to improve their condition, on the whole 

"they have been able to do very little in the field of education and social 

services".' 

The work done by the Gandhian ashrams today is scattered and insufficient, 

and fails to make any dramatic impact upon the massive problems weakening 

the Indian body politic. Yet, in many areas the ashrams remain the only source 

of succour andhope to the poverty-stricken people they serve. An example is 

the adivasi areas of the Gujarat interior which are served by Gandhian ashrams. 

This is a stony, barren region where the water is brackish, the cattle emaciated 

and the people poor. In 1947 Narsibhai Baranda an adivasi from 

Bharkota,founded the Shamlalji Ashram after receiving training in the 

correlated technique of Basic Education at the Swaraj Ashram, Bardoli. The 

Adivasi Ashramshala Scheme, as it came to be known, expanded over the years 

until today there are four ashramshalas in the area with a total of three 

hundred and forty adivasi students. In addition, the ashram programme, under 

the auspices of the Seva Samiti Tribal Scheme, runs hostels for boysand girls, 

adult education classes in the surrounding villages and a balwadi (pre-school) 

scheme incorporating Montessori and Gandhian methods. Due to the low 

productivity of the soil the ashrams are not self-supporting, though they 

cultivate fruit-trees, wheat, gram, maize and vegetables, and a small dairy 

programme provides milk. 

But the scheme depends for its survival on donations from city voluntary 

agencies as Government subsidies do not cover expenses. While conditions 

prevailing in adivasi areas in Gujarat and elsewhere have improved 

considerably as a result of programmes such as the ashramshala scheme, the 
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work doneisnot on a sufficiently large scale to influence the lives of the great 

majority of tribals in India, most of whom eke out a living in primitive 

conditions with little health care and sanitation. 

Why have community development programmes in post-independent India 

failed to provide the vast numbers of rural and urban poor with even their basic 

needs? Partly it is a legacy of Gandhi's efforts to dissociate the social reform 

programmes from the Congress organisation, which weakened the influence of 

Gandhian activists in the legislatures. He refuted the claim that constructive 

work could only be sustained by political activity of the type inherited from the 

colonial regime. He had forged a temporal sanction to check abuses of power, 

and in 1947, to ensure that the people would not be obliged to use the sanction 

against their own leaders, he advocated the disbanding of Congress as a 

political entity. He idealistically called for its transformation into a social 

service organisation, and the devolution of political authority to three tiers of 

elected national servants, ofwhich the bottom tier would be the village 

panchayat. He sought thus to ridpolitics of careerists motivated by aspirations 

to position and power. 

Gandhi outlined a role for politicians as “trustees of the nation", who should 

be models of simple living and ensure that the nation's wealth was utilised for 

the welfare of all. During the early years of Independence Congressmen 

preserved a facade of adherence to the ideals of satyagraha but "only the 

collusion of ideals with social and economic pressures can produce radical 

change in traditional societies: where the ideal alone is present, in practice it 

is either forgotten or distorted."7 Gandhi believed that such pressures could 

only be effective if derived from individual effort tempered by self-control and 

motivated by the desire for self-improvement. However, for educated Indians 

caught up in the fervour of expectation surrounding independence his approach 

held no appeal.8 

With Gandhi's influence in politics effectively removed Nehru forged ahead with 

his plans for large nationalised industries, elaborate controls, and ambitious 

government-managed welfare schemes. He believed that these would establish 
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a solid base upon which to "secure rapid economic growth and expansion of 

employment, reduction of disparities in income and wealth and prevention of 

concentration of economic power.'" Congressmen and bureaucrats welcomed 

these policies, which enabled them to consolidate their new-found power by 

way of influence, prestige and patronage. The spirit of sacrifice, selflessness 

and unity which had permeated the freedom movement rapidly dried up. The 

new masters of India lost no time in adopting the ways of theirerstwhile rulers. 

They were quick to ask the people to make sacrifices for economic progress but 

slow to set an example of cooperation and simple living. Gandhi had warned of 

a credibility gap opening if right means were not adhered to, but his political 

supporters had in the main accepted non-violence as a political expedient, not 

a philosophy of life. "The result is that India," wrote Jayaprakash Narayan, 

"instead of contributing something fresh to modern civilisation, is floundering in 

a welter of pale imitations of Western capitalism, socialism and communism."10 

Gandhi's proposal to construct an Indian polity on the basis of the village unit 

was disregarded when it came to drafting a new constitution. Dr. Ambedkar, 

Chairman of the Drafting Committee, proclaimed: 

The love of the intellectual Indian for the village community is of course 

infinite if not pathetic... I hold that these village republics have been the 

ruination of India.... Whatis the village but a sink of localism, a den of 

ignorance, narrow-mindedness and communalism? I am glad the Draft 

Constitution has discarded the village and adopted the individual as its unit." 

The emphasis on the rights of the individual may appear laudable in a Western 

liberalistic sense, but Ambedkar's remarks held no practical relevance for the 

vast majority of Indians living in a rigidly structured village society, who were 

dependent on agriculture and the patronage of dominant caste groups, and 

denied equal opportunity. On the other hand, Gandhi recognised that 

unification of India would not be achieved by social uniformity on an 

individualistic basis, but by maintenance of the diversity inherent to the social 

system through respect for the dignity of the individual and provision of 

welfare for all. He called for a revaluation of the caste-idealism of the varna 
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concept, infusing it with a flexibility that enabled the individual to develop his 

full potential, and ridding it of the inequities of caste ideology. He believed 

that the main task before an independent Indian government would be the 

humanisation of village society: 

Man is not born to live in isolation but is essentially a social animal independent 

and interdependent. No one can or should ride on another's back. If we try to 

work out necessary conditions for such a life, we are forced to the conclusion 

that the unit of society should be a village or call it a manageable small group 

of people, who would in the ideal be self-sufficient (in the matter of their vital 

requirements) as a unit and bound together in bonds of mutual co-operation 

and interdependence.12 

Amidst the growth of centralised state power in post-independent India, a 

development that appeared explicitly Gandhian in origin was the institution of 

panchayat raj. Article 40 of the Directive Principles of the Constitution, 

whichwas inserted well after the Constitution had been formulated, provided 

for the formation of village panchayats as units of self-government. The scheme 

resulted from the publication in 1957 of the Report of the Team for the Study 

of Community Projects and National ExtensionService. Thechairman of the 

team, Balwantray Mehta, was a former Gandhian worker from Gujarat, but he 

insisted that it was not dogmatic adherence to Gandhian ideals that prompted 

the reform but, rather, administrative necessity.13 

Panchayat raj entailed the devolution of much power over local concerns and 

substantial funds to a three-tiered structure of elected bodies at the levels of 

village, development block and district. The community development 

programme of the early 1950s had been based on American experience with the 

agricultural extension service, on quasi-Gandhian rhetoric concerning village 

uplift and on post-colonial paternalism.14 The programme had been designed 

largely to increase food production but had failed to mobilise agrarian society 

towards significant social and economic growth. It was hoped that the 

devolution of some real power to local communities via panchayat raj would 

remedy the situation.15 
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However, rural democratisation did not proceed from panchayat raj. Gandhi 

had envisaged a harmonious, non-violent society and state as the basis for 

devolvement of central power to the localities and he warned of the dangers if 

contrary conditions existed. Taraben Mashruwala believes that community 

development in India today "isdesigned to cripple people, to make them weak 

and to make them more and more dependent upon the government" : 

It is a sad commentary on the nation's political history that so many years after 

independence the people arestill not permitted to achieve economic or 

political understanding. Some crumbs of political or economic power are 

occasionally thrown by New Delhi into the begging bowl of villagers and for 

these crumbs the villagers are made to fight one another like cats and dogs. 

Because of this attitude the semblance of unity that existed in the villages prior 

to independence has now been totally crushed. Instead of progressing towards a 

more unified and responsible society the Indian villages are marching towards 

chaos and consternation. Any understanding and responsibility in the common 

man, most essential for a civilised society and good government, can only be 

instilled if the people are able to easily find and provide for themselves their 

basic needs.16 

In summarising the effects of panchayat raj, Barratt concludesthat "It is more 

realistic to characterise the three-tier system as an apparatus by which the 

government policy is transmitted to the villages than as a mechanism of 

grassroots participation in fundamental planning for rural development."17 In 

many cases the Gandhian ideal had been distorted by the magnification of 

existing social, economic and political divisions and rivalries. "Panchayat raj 

demonstrates at the local level how democracy can most cruelly divide in a 

complicated and diverse society," observes Judith Brown, "just as instalments of 

constitutional reform did at a higher level in the last forty years of the British 

raj."18 

Gandhi believed that village reconstruction must be accompanied by a 

deliberate policy of dismantling the centralised superstructure of control. In his 

view sarvodaya ultimately depended upon individual effort and self-reliance. 
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The social revolution envisaged by him, aimed at developing a new relationship 

between man and his social, economic and physical environment, which 

required a transformation in existing institutions and techniques, and a radical 

change in the mentality of those who utilise them. He( sought to demonstrate 

that the means adopted would determine the nature of the ends, i.e., ends 

would be determined by specific steps taken by individuals and groups, and by 

the nature of the institutions they established. His view was that sarvodaya 

could only be realised if planning came from the grassroots level because it was 

here that relevant programmes could be developed in terms of the day-to-day 

needs of the people. 

His ashramic ideal was not limited to an institutional structure, but established 

a pattern for the individual based on service, self-reliance and creative 

activity. To live such a life, he believed, was to conserve and rejuvenate the 

fundamental ties that bind men and women together in organic communities. 

The service of the individual was seen by him as a visible link that indissolubly 

bound the worker to his or her human environment. His ashrams were living 

laboratories wherein he and his colleagues experimented with ways and means 

of enabling India's villagers to live in dignity and freedom. The essence of the 

communal experiment lay not in the institutional infrastructure that developed, 

but in the activities themselves and their heuristic value. 

Today the ideals of sarvodaya and satyagraharemainalive in the thoughts and 

actions of many dynamic persons who have dedicated their lives to service. His 

legacy of the non-violent sanction is there to redress grievances, butthe 

Gandhian methodology and its application is not "organised and coordinated by 

a central body so that whilst still remaining independent the efforts of the 

institutions are properly channelised."19 In many respects the organisational 

infrastructure of the Gandhian movement is not utilised to its full potential 

because of the failure to modify itself in a dynamic way. "The processes of 

awareness-building which go on through the Gandhian ashrams and other 

organisations," observed Arun Chavan of the Verala Irrigation and Development 

Project Society, "are like rivulets in search of the mainstream."20 Meanwhile the 
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concentration of resources in the burgeoning cities furtherdrains the village 

hinterland of its vitality, and thestandard ofliving of the moneyed classes 

risesatthe expense of the growing impoverishment of rural India. The gap 

between rich and poor can only widen, and the inappropriate structures of the 

centralised state become increasingly strained. 
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