
1

WRDOTR0010

Transcription of AUESEN0010

Speech by Narayan Desai, June 1983

[0:00:00]
Speaker: In this tape recording Narayan Desai tells of living and working with Gandhi for

20 years from his birth in 1924, since his father was Gandhi’s private secretary.
Later Narayan served as a teacher of tribal people, joined Vinoba Bhave’s land
return movement and then became a leader of India’s volunteer peace army
now known as Peace Brigades International. Its teams trained in non violence
and reconciliation have worked to reduce conflict in India, Zambia, Cyprus and
Central America. He is now director of The Centre for Total Revolution in
Vedchchi, a small village north of Bombay, where people continue Gandhi’s work
of personal and community development at the local level. This recording was

made in June 1983 at a course on non violence given at the entry university
centre of post graduates studies in Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia.

Narayan: The first feeling that comes to me when I talk about Gandhi is that it was bliss to
be young at that time, bliss to be alive but more than that bliss to be young with
Gandhi. So, when I speak about him I hope you won’t mind if I from time to
time slip into some of those anecdotes. When we think about Gandhi I think we
should first of all have two things clearly in mind and one thing he has already
cleared in his writings that he was an era growing person and so from time to
time he changed and consistency was not his virtue. So, he has said that in
writing that if you find difference between two of my writings and if you are sure
that I was not mad believe in the latter one.

So, I have seen him for example, when I was a child we formed or we learnt that
Gandhi would attend marriage ceremonies when the marriage was in the same
caste but when the time came for my marriage his whole position had changed,

and by that time he had decided not to attend my own marriage in which one of
the two parties was not a harijan; harijan is the so called untouchables, and the
other party has to be from the higher caste. So, this is just an example of how
his ideas about social affairs change during say 25 years.

Similarly they have been many changes so when we talk about Gandhi we have
to keep that in mind, that this is a dynamic phenomenon about which we are
thinking. Another thing there is the essential Gandhi, the Gandhi – Gandhi’s
fundamentals, and then there are things which could be termed as not so
essential or the forms or the system of Gandhi. Very often the system and the
forms are taken to be essential and that is a very crucial mistake that sometimes

is done in my country. So, we have to keep the essential Gandhi in mind.
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[0:05:03]
The essentials are those that do not change according to time and space. For
example, and here I take an example which people – which would be a very
controversial example in India, talking about khadi, spun and hand woven cloth.
I think it is one of the programs that Gandhi suggested, it is very important for
our India. It was important then it is important now, but still I think it is part of
the non essentials of Gandhi.

The clothes that I am wearing are khadi. I do believe that khadi is needed for my
country today but it may not be needed for every country always, but truth and
non violence are needed for every country always and so those are Gandhi’s
essentials. Keeping these two things in mind I think we will now come to what I
have to say about Gandhi.

I was brought to Gandhi’s ashram of Sabarmati when I was one month old. My

mother brought me from her mother’s place and that is the reason why I don’t
remember when I first saw Gandhi because I had always seen him. So, it was in
these ashram traditions that I was brought up. Literally translated it means a
hermitage, a place where hermits stay, but to Gandhi it was a place for
community life, where people lived together.

The essence of community life according to me is in working together, enjoying
together, suffering together, and praying together. We worked together, young
and old, men and women in different kinds of work and in many activities that
rotated. Responsibilities were also rotating and the whole work Gandhi would
have liked to consider that to be a worship. I don’t remember having thought of
working as worship but I can tell you it was very, very enjoyable.

Enjoying together is another factor. There are many who probably think of
Gandhi as a very serious person. He was serious in a sense but to us he was a
very jolly fellow, and if you asked me how I felt about Gandhi as a child, I knew
he was a leader. I knew he was called the Mahatma or a great soul. My father
called him Bapu so he was my grandfather, but none of these things would
describe the feeling that I had about Gandhi.

To me first and foremost he was friend. He was a friend who would take us to
the Sabarmati River and swim with us. He would be watching the time while we
would be racing on bicycles. He would be making fun of us, sometimes we
would be making fun of him. He would be participating in some of the plays that
were enacted in the ashram, sometimes even on his birthdays which he
considered to be the birthday of his spinning wheel and not his own so he would
enjoy his birthday as everybody else would.
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For us he was a friend, a friend whom we could trust, and a friend who would
take sides. When I was twelve I had decided not to go to school. I think many
children of that age would have liked to do that, but I think my decision was a
little more firm that it has continued right up to now. I did go to school for one
day and that day I decided not to go to such a school again. So, I went back
home, told my father that I was not going to such a school and father said let us
consult Bapu; Bapu is father or Gandhi.

So I wrote a long English letter and before I went to school I knew how to write
and before I knew how to write I knew how to write letters. I used to dictate
letters through somebody else, but this letter I wrote myself telling him that this
is what I had seen in that school and I had decided not to go back to such a
school and wanted his advice after making the decision myself of course.

So, he says, “Well done, that is a good decision. If people come to argue with
him I am your pleader.” That is how he took sides, and after that many, many
people came to argue and my reply was very simple, please go and discuss it
with my pleader. So, he was a friend who took sides. He was a friend in whom
we could confide.

The third element of community life was that of suffering together. Well, both
my parents went to jail when I was seven or eight years old. My father had been
going to jail even before that. Well, most of the time he was either in the jail or
on the rails, he was hardly at home. He was almost a guest in the house, but
mother would be there with me but she also went to jail.

I was not the only person who was suffering. I am not thinking about mother
she was not suffering, I was not thinking about father who was not suffering, I
was the sufferer because both my parents went to jail. Children even playing on
the prayer ground there were complaints against us because sometimes Narayan
used to tie the hair of two women sitting in front during the prayers because
they had their eyes closed and I had my hands active.

So, the complaints went immediately to the supreme court which was Bapu. So,
Bapu said, “Yes I now understand the prayers do not fit the children. Let us
change the form of prayers for the children.” First of all of course even before
this complaint went he used to bring me near him and I used to sit on his lap and
that gave me some position of pride, but later on younger children came and
they had their position of pride so I had to go to the women’s side and tie their
hair.
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So, there was a new form of prayers especially for the children and this is one

very important things that I felt about Gandhiji. He made the person whom he
met, he gave him the feeling that he or she was important, the dignity of being a
human being. Every person whom he met, he met with his full heart and even
the children thought that Gandhi was giving them an enough of importance.

There was a time later on when I was about 14, 15 when I used to debate with
him some of the political decisions that he had taken and I particularly
remember an incident when I was angry with him and I said, “Bapu you have
betrayed the country and this decision is something which we can not accept
and I want to have,” I didn’t say debate I said, “I want to have a fight with you.”

So he smiled and said, “Yes all right, you will have your time.” Almost at the
same time a political leader who later on became the president of the Congress,
All India National Congress, he entered the room and in his very sophisticated
words he said, “Bapu, we are sorry we don’t understand this decision that you
have taken and I would like to understand more about it.” All that you wanted

to say was exactly what I wanted to say.

So, Bapu said, “I have given time to Narayan, so I am going to walk with him,”
that was the time for us, “I’m going to walk with him and if you want you can
also join. Later on I shall give you more time.” So, I had a debate on that
particular issue and I am not going into that. He did convince me which I think
was quite a tough for him but he did convince me not because the problem was
difficult, but the person who understood the problem was difficult, that’s me.

So, later on when I came back to the room Bapu said to the leader that now he
would give time to him but the leader said he was himself convinced because he
had heard the discussion. Then Bapu said, “Well, if I can explain it to a child I will
be able to explain it to the country.” So he was giving the child the attention
that the child needed.

[inaudible] has deep relationship with this idea of dignity of men. There cannot
be non violence without giving human beings the dignity that they deserve.
Place of women in the ashram, and I must confess I started thinking about the
place of women in the ashram only recently, it had not occurred to me before,
but I think more or less it was that of equality.

My father was a very learned person, my mother was almost an illiterate, she
knew reading and writing but she was not learned, but she was given the charge
of being the manager of the ashram where my father was never given that
responsibility. There was a time when every job of the ashram, I think that was
some kind of experiment, I don’t know what were the causes behind it, but every
job of the ashram was entrusted to women.

www.gandhimedia.org



5

[0:20:11]
I remember Bapu having announced later on after this thing went on for
sometime that that proved to be a better thing than the things being managed
both by men and women. I think mostly men and women had almost the same
kind of respect and responsibility.

One of the things that I would like to talk when I discuss about the ashrams is
that every activity just as every individual had equal dignity, every kind of work
also had equal dignity, and this was very, very important for the Indian society
where some activities are supposed to be very low or mean and others are very
glorified.

The work of teaching is glorified and the work of cleaning the latrines or toilets is
very, very mean and so and so forth. Every work had the same kind of
importance accepting that some had – some which were considered to be below

dignity had more importance, perhaps to keep the balance true something like
that.

One of my jobs, the job which continued for some years and this was at the
Sevagram ashram, the second ashram where I lived for many years later, was to
clean the toilets. There would be a partner or sometimes more than one partner
in that and the other partner would be a junior partner, a newcomer. Every new
comer in the ashram was entrusted with that work because that was supposed
to be work which people did not like, work that people hated.

So when a brown man would come and say to Gandhi that he wanted to stay in
the ashram he said, “All right, our initiation process is to join the toilet cleaning
team. So, that would be an adult learned man as my junior partner and myself
as a senior partner trying to teach him and help him. This person had to pass
through an inner struggle because he would never have done that and for
thousands of years his community would not have done it.

He would not even have thought about ever doing it. He would not even think
of eating with such a person who cleaned the toilets but he would have to do it if
he wanted to stay in the ashram, that was a test. It was also the beginning of his
sadhana or preparation. Gandhi’s ashrams are where preparation centres for
the satyagraha. He called them satyagraha ashrams, preparing the volunteers
for the moment and also for the future society that Gandhi envisaged.

Because he gave equal importance to the work, the work had more significance.
If it is done in the spirit of offering, in the spirit of doing something for the
community as a whole, the work has a different significance. So, cleaning the
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