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THE SVARA]J OF INDIA

RAMCHANDRA GANDHI

@

" What could be the significance, the esoteric and civilisational
significance, of the remarkable coincidence that precisely dur-
ing the half-century when Mahatma Gandhi was steering
India s struggle for at least political svardj, §r1 Ramana’ Mahargn
mightily witnessed to the truth of svanubhiiti, self-realisation,
radical freedom from all delusion and ignorance of not-self,
alienation ? The answer should be obvious to anyone who has
not lost a sense of the truth of India, the advaitin (not
‘advaitic which has the bad suggesnon of - "smackmg of
advaita") truth of India, and it is this. ‘Svaraj’ in politics or
economics or in ideas or whatever is etymologically the kingdom
or order or dispensation of ‘sva’, self, myself; consequently,
in all seeking of svaraj I seek, ‘sva’ seeks, to be the ruler, centre,
source of all things; and this seeking is wisdom and not paranoia,
health, i.e. svasthya or self-situatedness, and not sickness, sar-
vodaya and not selfishness, only in and through the truth of
advaita, the truth that you and I are not other than one another.
Thus the Gandhian struggle for svaraj, and indeed the Indian
struggle for svaraj under the leadership of thinkers and revolu-
tionaries rooted in Indian metaphysics and spirituality suchias
Lokamanya Tilak and 8ri Aurobindo, is always implicitly an
advaitin struggle, a struggle for the kingdom of self or auto-
nomy and identity as opposed to the delusion and chaos and
dishonour of not-self or heteronomy and divisiveness, British
rule or modern industrial civilisation and its imperialism and
materialism, missionary Christianity and Islam and their soul-
lust, the self-contradictoriness and shame of advaitin Hinduism's
practice of untouchability, etc, are symbols and powers of
illusion of not-self, otherness, Maya; and the historical struggles
of metaphysical Indian civilisation have always been, not ex-
cluding the modern period, attempted overcomings of all such
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Maya so as to see God face to face in the truth of self-reali-
sation. Such alone is the svaraj of India, at least such,

Sr1 Ramapa Mahargi's towering presence in the background
of modern India’s struggle for svaraj in outer life is no co-
incidence, it was meant to draw attention to the deeper advaitin
implications and responsibilities of the outer struggle, and it
was meant to be a promise of the possibility of victory. Really
the outer struggle gathered momentum only after 1896 when’
&ri Ramana, shortly after his Naciketan self-realising victory
over death, arrived in Tiruvannamalai. Indeed it is only in
1897 that Svami Vivekananda establishes the Ramakysna Math
and Mission and metaphysical Indian thought, advaitin thought,
is world news, good news, great news, Renaissance is not rebirth
but second-birth, dvijatva, birth into Brahmanhood. Nationally,
in the modern period of history, Indian dvijatva is promised by
§ri Ramakpgna’s catholic spirituality and marked by §ri
Ramana's unambiguous, effortless, sahaja self-realisation at the
end of the 19th century. Brahmo Samaj and Arya Samaj, power-
ful self-images of defensive Indian self-confidence, lose catholi-
city in their flight from the truth of image worship, and lose
Indian distinctiveness and truth’s ultimacy in their flight from
advaita. It is only in the post-Vivekdnanda and post-Ramana
phase of Indian awakening that social awareness begins to
acquire the catholic advaitin §akti of svaraj. Aurobindo. and
Tilak and Gandhi are inconceivable before Ramana and Rima-
krgna and without them.

It is important, following K. C. Bhattacharyya's lead, to ex-
amine the whole corpus of our indigenous thought and ideas
with a view to ascertaining whether this storehouse of truth
cannot serve our civilisation's needs better than imported know-
ledge and experience and enthusiasm, and whether our intel-
lectual inheritance needs renewal and reorientation in the light
of our encounter with the modern world’s alluring intellectual
and civilisational foreignness. It would be a great pity, however,
if we were to allow ourselves in this exercise to get stuck with
lists of what is native and yet serviceable, and what is alien
and yet available in the world market today as civilisation, im-
portant though it is to be mindful of these things even in a list-
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making way. It would be a great pity if such list-making, what-
ever its importance, were to obscure from our view the root
obligation and meaning of svaraj, the obligation to repudiate
the so-called law of identity, that old testament of unadventur-
ousness which is at the foundation of -alienating modern civili-
sation, ie., that everyone is what he is and not someone else,
that everything is what it is and not another thing. In so far as
we choose not to repudiate this manifesto of monadism, we
are hardly entitled to speak and dream of svaraj in ideas or life,
of a jealous self-sufficiency which is at the same time exploding
uncoercing uncovetous caring. Advaitin India must boldly em-
brace the new testament of identity, which is really anadi and
new only in rediscovery and abiding freshness, that everyone
and everything is both what he is and it is and also everyone
and everything else. For svaraj is simultaneously autonomy and
love, radical and universal, and these are impossible of realisa-
tion without transcending in advaita the old order of isolation-
ism and hegemonism, tribalism and imperialism,

(1)

“Nativism I” is how a friend only half-humorously derisively
characterised the defence of svaraj in ideas generally, and not
only K. C. Bhattacharyya’s plea for it. What is “nativism” as
a dirty word and thing ? Perhaps the following things: (a) A
mulish disregard of truth and worth which originate and flou-
rish elsewhere than in one’s own nation or civilisation or gene-
ral cultural milieu, irrationally and unexaminedly reserving
regard only for indigenousness in all spheres of life and thought.
(b) An almost pathological womb-returning life-style ‘which
chooses the timid security of familiarity and kinship and aban-
dons the adventure of growth and rebelliousness and novelty,
impervious to rational and ethical and general social and exis- -
tential considerations in the matter. (¢) A failure of cosmo-
politanism and internationalism and cultural freedom, a blind-
ness to the universalism of science and a deafness to contem-
porary imperatives and invitations of justice and freedom and
enjoyment,
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I suppose there is some dark truth in the above characteri-
sations of what might be called degenerate nativism, although
I think one should here be very wary of implicit assumptions
such as the following which are worse than fallen nativism
and often pass as adequate criticisms of it : that to prefer one's
own truth and dharma to another’s is unmitigated selfishness,
or that faithfulness to the familiar is less adventurous spiri-
tually than being magnetised by novelty; that conformity to
truth as one sees it is less demanding morally and intellectually
than the rebelliousness of egoistic heterodoxy, or that the
metaphor of “returning to the womb” cannot be a term of
praise and celebration, that the world is less cocooning in its
worldliness than the womb in its nourishment of a soul; that
internationalism which is mostly superpower nationalism in
disguise is less parochial than the patriotism of dateless national
traditions; that FEurocentrism is universalism; that class war
and race war and arrogant species-centrédness are more re-
deemable than, e.g., the merely fallen but not false sociology
and ecology of Indian civilisation.

Unfortunately, those who pejoratively shout “Nativism |” are
not only not wary of the dangers listed above, constantly suc-
cumbing to them in high places; they have no notion at all of
unfallen or regenerate or true nativism, for such a thing -and
truth there really is, and it is the highest truth and thing too.
There is no need to abandon even the word “nativism” falsely
defensively in favour of words of euphemism and growing
respectability such as “tradition”, “aboriginality”, “ethnicity”,
etc., because there is always greater hope for the fallen and
abused than the secure and unharmed in language as in spiri-
tual life! Take the word “untouchable”, vehicle in use of
tragic sinful disrespect of a whole category of human beings in
our country even today, alas! Yet savingly ironically, the word
“antouchable” itself truly designates Atman, which alone can-
not be touched, seen, heard, etc, and is what each one of us
really is. Thus when we would-be-derisively call somebody an
untouchable, we acknowledge him in perfection of phrase as
Atman and he deserves our obeisance and not ostracisation.
Untouchability will be defeated by the word “untouchability”.
Likewise, narrowing unadventurous isolationism is overcome by
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nothing more effectively than by etymologically self-conscious
“mativism”, which is loyalty to what is most native to myself,
Le. selfhood and self-consciousness one in and as all.

. Consider further the svardjist magi¢ of nativism. Even if
what I am exhorted to return to, or to race towads, is as exotic
as the idea of a golden age of Indian civilisation, Ramarijya,
both as symbol and reality, or the idea of a human future be-
yond history and without inhumanity and alienation, without
fear and delusion, e.g. communism, but if what I am exhorted
to return to, or to race towards, is not myself, my own essential
truth of self, the retreat and the adventure cannot be endur-
ingly satisfying to me, because they will prove to be forms of
otherness capable of unexpected power of oppression over self,
myself and yourself. Only if a golden age of the past or of the
future can be seen by me as the unfurling in manifestation of
myself, the truth of me, the being of me, can they be unalienat-
ingly acceptable to me. Dualistic nativism or dualistic univer-
salism and futurism are by this token equally alienating and
unacceptable to the core of my being. But “nativism” has this.
edge over universalism and futurism, it suggests powerfully, as
earlier pointed out, the idea of that which is native to myself,
that which is in no manner alienatingly other than myself, i.c.,
that which is myself, ie., I, self—consciousness,fj&tman. Exis-
tentially and metaphysically, nativism is advaita, Atmanubhiiti
in all its forms and figurings. Nativism become self-conscious
ceases to be fallen, resurrects as the truth of Atman-Brahman.
Nativity becomes Resurrection ! Self-conscious Indian nativism
cannot, therefore, be any of the narrow things possible to it in
ignorance of itself, in fallenness. :

Advaita is a Sruti-sanctified tradition of India revivified down
the ages, not excluding our own age where Jiiani Ramapa
reigns supreme in svarajya, unlike elsewhere in civilisational
time and space where advaitins appear but advaita does not
receive the status and sanctification of §ruti. Christ is at the
head of a long line of advaitins martyred by the absence of
appropriate advaitin Sruti. Indian nativism because of its in-
escapable advaitin dimension, unlike fallible dualistic localism
of all varicties, including its Indian equivalent, is the very.
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opposite of irrationality and exclusivism and infantilism, it is
on the contrary a Sruti-sustained farflung sourcewardness, the
heterodoxy of orthodoxy, the rebelliousness of conformity. Faith
in Atman one in all and as all is the most seditious and icono-
clastic and cosmic, not merely universalist, revolutionay S§akti
conceivable, but it is not hubris-inviting world-remaking arro-
gance because it is indistinguishable from the timelessness of
self-realisation which is no worshipper of times past or present
or future while caring for all time, and because of its rooted-
ness in one nation of the earth, Bharata, spiritually omni-
potent but geographically uncovetous. K. C. Bhattacharyya's
or Ganhiji’s invitation to svaraj, in ideas or civilisation, is un-
alluring without advaita, run-of-the-mill traditionalism and
not a summons to Indian self-realisation. Mercifully advaita is
at the heart of the philosopher’s thought and the Mahatma's
life.

(111

I can hear the following strident objection straightaway to
what has been said above. “You are unjustifiably advaitising
the Indian tradition of thought and aspiration. The vidigt-
advaitin and dvaitin traditions of metaphysics and meditation,
thought and aspiration, are as fundamental a part of Indian
consciousness as advaita, no less Sruti-supported than the latter.
Nativism of the Indian variety is a return to to entire corpus
of our legacy and inspiration, not only to those portions of
revelation that sustain a §armkardcdrya or a Ramapa Mahargi,
but also those sources which uphold a Raminujacarya, a Madh-
vacarya, a Caitanya Mahaprabhu, and a Sri Aurobindo. Indian
groundedness is larger than advaitin self-realisation. Even K. C.
Bhattacharyya in ‘Svaraj in Ideas’ is not flying exclusively the
advaitin flag, he is not unfurling a Samkarite umbrella and
pretending to be able to give shelter under it to the totality of
tradition. We have roots to return to, not just one trunk of
one tree but roots that nourish a whole orchard of trees and
fruits and flowers. Tradition is an ocean, not one or two rivers,
howsoever mighty. Neo-Vedanta is a caricature of the com-
plexity of Indian civilisation. Off with your head]”
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Without losing my head, and without denying the com-
plexity — and oceanic unity — of Indian consciousness, I would
like to suggest that the above diatribe is shot through with
misunderstanding. Advaita is a distinctive identifying feature
of Indian consciousness, not a mere fringe indulgence as it is
elsewhere, and dualism of all types in India defines itself most
intimately by reference to advaitin thought. If Indian nativism
is a distinctive sourceward turn, and not merely an instance
essentially indistinguishable from other instances in the modern
world of a harking back to the truths of the past, if it is a
rootedness not to be confused with mere chauvinism, it cannot
hope to avoid acknowledging the centrality of advaita in Indian
Sruti and civilisation and the advaita inherent in the very idea
of nativism, i.e., of that which is truly native to oneself, i.e. self-
realisation. Non-advaitin Indian thought and aspiration cannot
claim to be nativist in this deep sense of the word. Dualism of
all kinds requires reference beyond oneself to something other
than oneself, God or heaven, which dualistically conceived are
not the self-consciousness which is what is most fundamentally
native to oneself. Only in a watered-down sense of nativism can
a dualistically envisioned deity be regarded as my native being.
Such a deity and his abode may be my native place, but even
my native place will alienate me if it does not disclose itself
as the unfurling of my native being, self-hood and self-con-
sciousness. I am not here concerned to argue against the truth-
claim of dualism. I am merely suggesting that dualism and
nativism do not go well together at any level of depth, and
that for better or for worse, metaphysical nativism is unavail-
able as a principle or a platform to dualism. As for qualified
non-dualism, viigtadvaita, it can only lay claim to a qualified,
not a full-blown, nativism and it is for my purpose sufficient
to point this out and not attempt metaphysically to quarrel
here with vidigtadvaita.

I believe that it is possible to cast apparently dualistic Vaig-
nava bhakti and thought in a strictly advaitin mould, taking
metaphysically seriously 8r1 Kpgna's declaration “Vasudeva
Sarvam Iti”, but it is not necessary for me to attempt such an
exercise here or even to indicate its possible outlines. My
limited purpose here is to argue that Indian nativism which
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is not the mumukgutva of advaita sadhang is not the kind of
Indian sourcewardness in thought and life which is likely in
India and elsewhere to be a winning power of correcting the
costly self-obscuring absentmindedness of modern civilisation.
K. C. Bhattacharyya’s plea for svaraj in ideas has many dimen-
sions, but its worth would diminish in my judgement if it is
not understood as taking for granted that advaita is the true
philosophy of nativism, and that Indian nativism because of
the centrality of advaita in Indian civilisation is more likely
than any other kind of nativism to be the genuine thing. The
imagined diatribe against advaita quoted earlier invoked
Réamanujicarya, Madhvacirya, Caitanya Mahdprabhu and §ri
Aurobindo. It 'is my belief that their implicit and esoteric
advaita’ (advaita is not synonymous with §arhkaricirya) tends
to be forgotten in §astrirtha between doctrinaire dualism and
non-dualism, and in any case my plea that svaraj in ideas or
svara] in general in India is unintelligible without advaita is
not an undermining of their truth and vision.

The boy Mohandas who later became Mahitmi Gandhi con-
fessed to his father the sin of stealing and selling some of the
latter's gold ornaments and spending the ill-gotten money on
meat-eating forbidden to Vaignavas such as his family, and his
father forgave him the transgression with tears of joy at the
nascent saint’s contriteness and purity of heart. Gold symbolises
the native wealth of the soul, i.e. self-realisation, and selling
gold dramatises the obscuration of advaitin self-realisation in
exchange for -the glitter and litter of worldliness which in-
cludes meat-eating symbolising lack of faith in the soul’s capa-
city for nourishing itself without avoidable violence. Gandhian
nativism, esoteric Hind Svaraj, in ideas and in other things, is,
therefore, advaitin faith together with a search fér autonomy
in all spheres of lile, an unexploiting idiom of living with
which to battle and cure, hopelully, the heteronomous megalo-
mania of modern civilisation; it is the faith that within the soul
of man and in the intimacy of community life are available
all the resources of survival and growth in love and truth that
mankind needs. Advaitin conviction is what prevents intimacy
from becoming isolationism, and uncovetous intimacy is what
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prevents advaita from becoming expansionist in morally risky
ways.

()

On-the subject of Svaraj and India, I can think of nothing
more_ instructive than stories, true stories, from the lives of
saints and jfidnis. Even more powerfully instructive than the
Gandhi story I recalled in the last section is the following
outwardly innocuous incident from the life of §ri Ramapa
Mahargi. Ramana was but a boy biologically, although a jfidni,
when, magnetised by Arunpécala §iva, he made the sacred hill
his home, inhabiting its caves and groves, instructing its
animals and devotees, communing with its spirits and siddhas,
one with §iva in essence, and in manifestation the most ardent
bhakta cleaving inextricably to his Lover Hill. One day the
boy Ramana, bare-headed and barefoot, kaupina his sole gar-
ment, is wandering in the hot sun up and down all over the
hill as any boy would, jfidni or no. jfiani, as any child. should.
From nowhere a candéla old woman appears and fires a volley
of abuse at Ramana, the gist .of her vigorous speech being :
“And why don’t you sit in one place, are you off your head ?”
At first puzzled by the undeserved abuse, the boy jfiani realises
that the strong words are good advice to a jfiani who must
exemplify sufficiently outwardly too his inward truth of still-
centredness, so that everything about him, the style of his rest
and movement no less than the power of his words and silence,
are a complete upade§a, a complete upanigad. But the incident
is a volume of esoteric instruction on our civilisation and its
future, on the truth and fate of India, and not merely good
advice to a sadhu in the sun.

The cindala woman is surely Parvati, mother of Kartikeya
Ramana or Gapapati Ramana, protectively scolding her son
for ‘avoidably risking life and health. But why has she assumed
the form of a capdéla woman and why is her speech so strong ?
To the believing heart of India the answer should be plain,
and it is this. Essentially every woman is Parvati herself, God-
head, and not only half of §iva; this is the first lesson which the
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incident teaches us, that all women, and especially urgently,
all ill-treated and exploited women, are in truth to be seen as
the Divine Mother, Atman-Brahman, if we would wish to put
right our society’s injustice to them not in the style of meta-
physically uprooted feminism, but in absolute harmony with
the nature of things. Again, quite rightly roughly, for polite-
ness and the urgency of truth don’t go together, She orders the
jfiani to sit in one place and conserve the truth of Atman-
Brahman and not let it die in the hot sun of aimless do-
gooding, the exploited of the world being quite capable of
fighting their battles without such misdirected help.. (Ramana
is not guilty of any of this. He only occasions in 1ila Parvati’s
warning to mankind). What the exploited, the wretched of the
earth cannot hope to do without, what no one can do without,
is the truth of advaita which must continue to be exemplified
in the lives of jfidnis, who must not be allowed prematurely
physically to disappear, something which in their utter forget-
fulness of bodily need they may let happen. A jfiani like §ri
Ramana Maharsi arrives once in a millenium and the cindala
needs him no less than the brahmana. Svaraj in ideas, in every-
thing, requires the uncompromised exemplification of the
reality and possibility of advaita-siddhi, self-realisation ablaze
with the gospel of identity, contemporary battles for freedom
and justice in India and the world requiring the light and
fire of such selfwrealisation no less than the battles of other
ages. It would be a false activism which would make of all
contemplatives political revolutionaries, and it would be a false
jfiina marga which would seek to make all activists yogis.
Arupacala means “The Red Hill”", “Arupa” symbolising the
activist §akti of truth, as does the cindala woman; and “acala”
images truth’s still-centred, yet omnipresent, immovability,
Ramapa-Siva. “Arunécala” is the motto of Indian civilisation's
revolutionary conservatism and its saving, conserving, Sakti.
Siva and Parvatl. Svaraj.

A final story and reading of outwardly trivial things which
are yet monumental in their significance for us, an incident
from the life of Ramakygna Paramahamsa. When it was report-
ed to Sr1 Ramakygna that one of his devotees had started quite
avoidably to learn English, the Paramaharhsa made the com-
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ment “Now he will start whistling and wear boots |” That com-
ment of §ri Ramakgrna’s goes to the heart of the subject of
Indian Svaraj. Whistling represents frivolousness, especially of
thought and speaking, inquiry and learning, which is what our
servile and supercilious English speaking symbolises with deadly
accuracy. Boots represent grossness and insensitivity, the tramp-
ling upon native soil which borrowed authority so painfully
truthfully represents, the authority of sundry isms of impor-
tation without examination and assimilation. They are a cari-
cature of the substantiality, gimbhirya, which and not whist-
ling, ought to characterise our speaking and life of mind and
ideas. And whistling in the context caricatures the lightness,
the uncoerciveness, which should be our gentle walking upon
this sacred earth. The absence of svaraj results in comic costly
inversion of the truth of things, trivialising levity where deep-
going seriousness is in place, i.e. in thought and speech, and
trampling burdensomeness, weight of insensitivity, where the
lightness of the Paramaharhsa’s feet, which shuddered even at
the thought of stepping on grass, is called for. The setting right
side up of things is no Marxist discovery, it is the ancient
Indian tdntric discipline of svitantrya.

May K. C. Bhattacharyya's plea for svaraj in ideas occasion
a deep-going Indian inquiry into the idea of svaraj as our
birth-right to second-birth, dvijatva, true renaissance. May we
rediscover and celebrate the distinctive advaitin politics and
metaphysics of Indian civilisation.

Department of Philosophy,
Visvabharati,
Santiniketan.
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