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Bhoodan: A New Taste of Nonviolent Revolution

Bhoodan movement turned out to
be an unprecedented demonstration of
the efficacy of nonviolence as a method
of social reform. Over 6 lakh land
holders offered 45 lakh acres of land
for the benefit of over 1 million landless
families. It was a revolution without a
coup or bloodshed.

The politically independent India
was still reeling under feudalism.

Zamindari tenancy, caste hierarchy, to
name a few, exacerbated by massive
poverty and illiteracy, weighed heavily
on the masses.

Vinoba Bhave, the chosen
satyagrahi, went into contemplation.
When Sarvodaya-samaj, a newly
formed network of  Gandhian
constructive workers, convened a
conference in Telengana, the epicentre
of communist revolt, Vinoba went there
walking, brooding over the painful fall
out of independence. On his return, at
Pochampalli he held (April 18, 1951) a
meeting. ‘No peace in empty stomach’
poor people retorted. A piece of land to
each family would solve the problem,
they observed. Sh. Ramachandra
Reddy, a noble land lord, volunteered
to donate hundred acres land for them.

Ignited by the new prospect, Vinoba
launched a nationwide land donation
drive. For the next thirteen years he

walked continuously through UP, Bihar,
Orissa, AP, TN, Karnataka, Maharashtra,
Gujarat, Rajasthan, Punjab, Kashmir,
MP, and Assam. Everywhere, he learnt
the language of the people and spoke
in their tongue, accepting their life,
their pain and their aspiration. People
saw in him their own self and shared
the best in them for the languishing
neighbors. He called it bhoodan-yagna.

“I am not here”, he told people,
'to beg (bhiksha), but to initiate you
(offer you diksha) into nation building.'
People in return offered large chunks
of their land at the altar of the new
nation, and along with it their feudal
supremacy. He saw in it the resurgence
of patriotic fervor in the new born
India, that prompted him to call this
movement, the new phase of ‘Dharma
Chakra Paravartan’.

The front line leaders of freedom
struggle joined the movement, with
Jayaprakash Narayan leading itin Bihar.
Thousands of youth gave up their
studies for a year and campaigned for
gramdan. Over 80 teams of volunteers
had parallel bhoodan campaign in
various corners of the country.

The  bhoodan  coffer  was
overflowing. The UP offered about
295054 acres, and Bihar gave 28
lakhs. Over 5000 villages declared
themselves Gramdan villages. AP



Vinoba Bhave playing a traditional drum of the tribal community at

i 30 AR

Koraput who had come to welcome him, c. 1955.

and TN offered large chunks of fertile
land. In Odisha there were instances of
land lords donating their entire land
(100 acres in one case) and accepting
5 acres in return, while in the same
village landless larger families getting
more than five acres. It was an act of
unbelievable human gesture of social
justice and equality, evoked by the
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passion of nationalism, reiterating the
supremacy of nonviolence as a means
of civilization.

While the Bhoodan met with
a number of procedural hiccups,
including that of the distribution,
monitoring the utilization of the land,
etc, the campaign proved beyond
doubt the fact that appropriate
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Vinoba Bhave during Bhoodan, c. 1952.

application of nonviolent force can
bring about a social reformation which
the world hitherto thought, would be
possible only by bloody revolution.

--Dr. D John Chelladurai,

Dean Academics, Gandhi Research Foundation
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Gitai:Vinobaji’s ‘life-breath’

The spiritual bond between
Acharya Vinoba Bhave and the Shrimad
Bhagavad Gita transcended mundane
reason. In his own words, Vinobaji
proclaimed that he had received
more nourishment from the Gita
than his physical body had from his
mother’s milk. Thereby underscoring
his extraordinary relationship of loving
tenderness with this preeminent
sacred text that he pertinently called
Gitai (mother Gita), Vinobaji described
the spiritual epiphany experienced, as
follows: “Moving beyond the intellect,
| [---] soar high in the vast expanse of
the Gita on the twin wings of faith and
experimentation.””  Constituting his
“life-breath”, the ‘Song Celestial" was
compared metaphorically by him to an
“ocean of nectar” upon whose surface
he could remain afloat or, alternatively,
would dive into its depths to derive
spiritual sustenance.

Given  this intimate spiritual
symbiosis, Acharya Vinobaji, albeit
considered to be the most erudite
pundit? among Mahatma Gandhi’s
disciples, adopted a remarkably
simple diction with distinctive appeal
in his celebrated Talks on the Gita’
His lucid and logical interpretation of
the Gita constitutes a spiritual road-
map, so-to-speak, for dealing with
the practicalities of everyday life,* and
hence remains relevant today, serving
as a transformative inspiration for
our future. Indeed, the Acharya firmly
believed that the Gita’s quintessential
message was to spiritualize human life
and to imbue it with divinity.

Thought-provokingly,  Vinobaji's
original contribution to the bountiful

hermeneutics of this hallowed text is
substantiated by the key concept of
‘pure action’ (akanna), articulated with
translucent precision as “inaction in
action and action in inaction”®> This
dialectic mode is complemented at
another juncture by his analytical
explanation of the Sankhya system
in disarmingly simple terms, namely
that (i) the atma is deathless and
indivisible, (ii) the body is insignificant
and transient, and (iii) swadharma
must be followed.® Further, as cogently
elaborated by him, the Gita's purpose is
to dispel delusion that prevents us from
performing our swadharma.

In like manner to Gandhiji's
interpretation of the Gita, Vinobaji
accentuates nonviolence and the
renunciation of the fruits of action as
‘categorical imperatives’; yetin contrast
to his master’s stress on satya, the
disciple spotlights bhaktias the primary
means for attaining fulfilment through
selfless action. Summa summarum, as
a preeminent Gita exegete, Vinobaji
exemplifies that he “is first and last a
man of God"’

Reference:

1] Vinoba: Talks on the Gita, Paunar 2005
chapter 1,p. 2.

2] Asa preceptor of Sanskrit, philosophy
and the religious literature of the
world, he was also a reputable linguist
(being cognizant of several Indian
and international languages) and a
renowned writer.

3] GitaPravachane was a series
of 18 talks given in Marathi to
jailinmates in Dhule prison
from February-June 1932 and
recorded by Sane Guruji. After
being finalized by Vinoba,
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the text was published in 1940, and
subsequently translated in 24 languages.

Considered to have the potential for
revolutionary transformation, Vinoba
wielded the Gita as a vehicle to propagate
the Bhoodan movement (from 1951), as
well as to lay the foundation for his Brahma
Vidya Mandir Ashram (established in 1959)
in Paunar. Paradigmatically, Gandhiji had
recommended Vinobaji as Kasturba's Guru
for the Gita.

Comprising the 18th verse of 4th chapter,
the concept is subsequently elaborated
upon in the 5th chapter, distinguishing
between karma, vikarma and akarma.

Talks on the Gita, op. cit., chap. 2, p. 28.
Jayaprakash Narayan, Introduction, ibid., p. 6.

- Prof. Gita Dharampal

Dean, Research, Gandhi Research Foundation
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Non-violence is at the root of every one of my activities
and therefore also of the three public activities on which |
am just now visibly concentrating all my energy. These are
removal of untouchability, khadi and village regeneration in
general. Hindu-Muslim unity is my fourth love. But so far as
any visible manifestation is concerned. | have owned defeat
on that score. Let the public, however, not assume therefrom
that I am inactive. If not during my life-time, | know that after
my death both Hindus and Mussalmans will bear witness that
| had never ceased to yearn after communal peace.

-Mahatma Gandhi
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