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Ramana Maharshi
 (1879-1950) and Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948) at first appear radically different in their paths to self-realization, conceptions of the divine, and attitudes to worldly life. Ramana taught the practice of self-enquiry (vichara) as means to realization of the Self, and is widely seen as exemplifying the Hindu spiritual tradition of jnana-marg,
 the ‘path of knowledge.’ Though Gandhi is often remembered chiefly as a political figure, he asserted regularly that his political work was a mere means for him to realize God or Absolute Truth, and he thus exemplifies the karma-marg, the spiritual ‘path of action.’ In exploring these two figures’ apparently divergent paths, we will discover many places where they travel parallel and even converge: not only will Ramana and Gandhi’s apparently different goals of spiritual work – the Self and Absolute Truth respectively – be seen to be remarkably similar, but their means to these goals will be seen to sometimes run together as well. Sampling some of Ramana and Gandhi’s unique resolutions to typical points of contention between the jnana and karma margas, we will finally suggest how the two men’s profoundly similar metaphysics informed not only their spiritual philosophies but also the ethical codes upon which they based their lives on the material plane. 
Mahatma Gandhi: Political Means to Spiritual Ends
Gandhi is often remembered, particularly in the West, more for his political work than for his spiritual practice. However, he himself strongly insisted that his mission was primarily spiritual rather than political, for instance in a 1931 speech to Londoners:

You will be astonished to hear from me that, although to all appearances my mission is political, I would ask you to accept my assurance that its roots are—if I may use that term—spiritual. . . . I claim that at least my politics are not divorced from morality, from spirituality, from religion. I have claimed—and the claim is based upon extensive experience—that a man who is trying to discover and follow the will of God cannot possibly leave a single field of life untouched. (Speech at Guildhouse church, London, 23 Sept. 1931; from Brown 77). 

In asserting that a person trying to find God cannot leave “[any] field of life untouched,” he seems to be radically privileging the karma-marg, the path of action. The spiritual nature of his work is stated still more concretely in the introductory pages to his Autobiography:

What I want to achieve—what I have been striving and pining to achieve these thirty years—is self-realization, to see God face to face, to attain moksha. I live and move and have my being in pursuit of this goal. All that I do by way of speaking and writing, and all my ventures in the political field, are directed to this same end. (Autobiography 14)

This appears in one respect to align his mission very closely with Ramana Maharshi’s (cf. “Waves and Water,” pp. 3 ff.): his goal is to achieve self-realization or moksha (‘liberation’). Different however is his path or means: he seeks this realization by way of his speaking, writing, and work in the political field. These are very different from Ramana’s principal prescribed methods for self-realization: silence and self-enquiry (“Waves and Water,” pp. 3, 11). Already it appears that the divergent paths – Gandhi’s path of action and Ramana’s of knowledge – constitute the primary difference between the two figures. 
Gandhi’s First Principle: God as Truth

Before exploring the paths in more detail, it will be helpful for comparison to address Gandhi’s conception of the divine, just as we did Ramana’s (“WW,” pp. 5-6). Gandhi’s characterization of his desire “to see God face to face” might initially suggest a personal view of the divine (is it not persons who have faces?). However, it soon becomes plain that Gandhi was speaking metaphorically – he prefers to see God as Truth: 

For me, truth is the sovereign principle, which includes numerous other principles. This truth is not only truthfulness in word, but truthfulness in thought also, and not only the relative truth of our conception, but the Absolute Truth, the Eternal Principle, that is God. There are innumerable definitions of God, because his manifestations are innumerable. . . . But I worship God as Truth only I have not yet found Him, but I am seeking after Him. (Autobiography 15)

In acknowledging that God may have many manifestations, Gandhi does not rule out personalist or other views, but himself professes to worship God only as Absolute Truth. He also notes the importance of “relative truth”: “as long as I have not realized this Absolute Truth, so long must I hold by the relative truth as I have conceived it. That relative truth must, meanwhile, be my beacon, my shield and buckler” (15). Gandhi holds by his own “relative truth” until he reaches Absolute Truth; we should take Gandhi’s “relative truth” to indicate truthfulness on the worldly plane – adhering to truth in daily words, thoughts, and deeds. Perhaps much like the continual practice of self-enquiry (vichara) was Ramana’s prescribed method to realization, for Gandhi being truthful in worldly affairs is part of his method for realizing Absolute Truth. 


Gandhi would intriguingly later put Truth in terms that strongly suggest Advaita Vedanta’s Brahman: 

This Truth is not a material quality but is pure consciousness. That alone holds the universe together. It is God
 because it rules the whole universe. If you follow this idea, it contains the answer to all your other questions. (“Letter to Boys and Girls” 21 March 1932; Brown 46)  

This Truth seems practically identical with Brahman: it is pure consciousness (chit); it “holds together” and “rules” the entire universe; and contains the “answer to all questions.” Furthermore, just as Ramana insisted that the Self was ultimately “the only thing there is” (“WW,” pp. 3-5; Osborne 101), so too Gandhi increasingly became convinced of his first principle’s ontological exclusivity: “daily the conviction is growing upon me that He [God or Truth] alone is real and all else is unreal” (Autobiography 16). Gandhi’s God or Truth begins to look similar to Ramana’s Self in virtually all respects but name. 
The Busy Life of Gandhi: Karma Marg
Even while Gandhi and Ramana’s metaphysical and soteriological views appear in many respects similar, we noted that their practical methods or paths still appear quite different. Ramana teaches the practice of Self-enquiry – constantly inquiring who is the observer behind one’s thoughts and experiences (see “WW” p. 11) – whereas Gandhi describes his path to self-realization as being constituted by his social and political work. Thus we have described the two men as respectively exemplifying two different margs in the Indian tradition: Ramana jnana marg, Gandhi karma marg – knowledge and action. 

Gandhi’s own life was indeed one of almost ceaseless action. He was constantly organizing, planning, and attending to the innumerable contingencies of his satyagraha campaigns – trying to improve the conditions of his fellows in South Africa; campaigning in various regions of India; and finally devoting enormous energy to his life’s project of working for India’s independence. Work on these types of campaigns consumed practically every day of his long adult life. Gandhi’s constant busyness is described in Eknath Easwaran’s account of a typical day at Gandhi’s Sevagram ashram – while ashrams are usually places for retreat from more worldly matters, this did not appear to be so at Sevagram: 

Gandhi plunged into the business of the day. Every minute was given over to others, beginning with the steady stream of visitors who came from all over the world for every conceivable reason: to get an interview for the New York Times, to settle some question of Harijan voting rights, to argue with his opinions on birth control, or to get help in disciplining an unruly child. . . . Gandhi gave each one his attention, fitting them somehow into his own close schedule for the day: talking to them on his morning walk, or at breakfast, or over the spinning wheel. . . . (Easwaran 156)

Besides his morning meditation first thing on arising, Gandhi practically never had a moment to himself; “He had not the slightest privacy; everything he did was observed by strangers” (Easwaran 156). Not only was he incessantly busy, but this busyness often looked to concern clearly political matters. Easwaran’s examples are typical: newspaper interviews, opinions on birth control, voting rights. 

Gandhi felt that his own spiritual path necessitated his being deeply involved in worldly life. While he began his Autobiography describing his appreciation of God as Truth, approaching the memoir’s final lines he emphasizes his faith that political work is the surest means to pursuing this Truth: 

. . . a man who aspires after [Truth] cannot afford to keep out of any field of life. That is why my devotion to Truth has drawn me into the field of politics; and I can say without the slightest hesitation, and yet in all humility, that those who say that religion has nothing to do with politics do not know what religion means. (Autobiography 453)

It is hard to imagine a more frank statement in favour of politics being the best means for religious work – and perhaps for karma-marg being the highest of the paths. Gandhi appears to highly privilege the path of action. 
Ramana’s Position on Karma and Politics
Ramana’s position on politics and spiritual life seems nearly opposite Gandhi’s. As David Godman elucidates, “Bhagavan [Ramana] did not advise devotees to ‘do’ anything to accomplish personal, spiritual, or social goals; instead, he advocated the removal of the false ‘I am the doer’ idea” (8). Ramana also warned that pursuing outward activities might effectively obscure the true Self: “A devotee’s primary obligation is to abide as the Self. Engaging in activities aimed at changing the world or society covers up this Self by reinforcing the mistaken notion that there is a person in a body who needs to accomplish certain goals” (8). Godman quotes Ramana regarding the concept of dharma or duty: 
Swadharma [one’s own duty] is abidance in the pure Self only. All other [perceived] duties are worthless. . . . The state of abiding as swarupa, which is the pure and vast true consciousness, is an obligation that should be firmly observed by all the beings in the world. (from Godman, 8)

This description of the only true dharma as abidance in the pure Self looks to contradict Gandhi, whose most beloved text was the Bhagavad Gita with its injunction to act in pursuit of one’s own dharma (e.g., from Gandhi’s translation: “Do thou thy allotted task; for action is superior to inaction . . .” 3.8, BGG, p. 38). Gandhi often spoke poetically of work as dharma, saying of his Satyagraha colleague Vinoba Bhave’s ashram at Wardha, “Ashrams like this one are established so that such a way of life in complete harmony with dharma may prevail everywhere” (Brown 113). We have seen how work in what could be termed worldly matters was part of daily life at his ashrams – certainly it would appear that far more was being done there than abidance in the Self only.

 Ramana speaks quite frankly against the notion that there are outward actions or duties that must be performed: 

The notion of duties that need to be done [kartavya] will not cease as long as the sense of doership [kartrutva] exists in the heart. . . . Why do you become mentally agitated, blindly believing there are things you have to do [kartavya]? . . . The bondage called ‘duty’ will cease [being known] as a delusion caused by the ego, when the firm knowledge of reality is attained. (Padamalai, vv. 119-121; from Godman 4)

Ramana’s devaluation of the notion of duties to be done relates to his philosophy regarding the ‘sense of doership’ (kartrutva). Ramana teaches that the inmost true Self is merely a ‘witness,’ and not a ‘doer’ (cf. “WW,” pp. 3 ff.). Thus for Ramana, just as the personal egoic self is ultimately illusory, so too the notion that there are duties for this self to perform is illusory. Furthermore, the latter concept carries with it an accompanying danger: that through becoming identified with the egoic self that believes it must perform actions on the worldly plane, that one may lose sight of the true Self, which is a witness and not a doer. 
Ramana and Gandhi’s Mutual Admiration

Despite these apparent philosophical differences, Gandhi and Ramana greatly admired one another. Gandhi attempted on two occassions to visit Ramana’s ashram while nearby on business, but was interestingly thwarted both times by Rajagopalachari, a leading Congress colleague who had a poor opinion of Ramana. As Godman relates one of Gandhi’s failed attempts: “[Gandhi] cut his speech, which was originally scheduled for ten minutes, to about five minutes in the hope of using the extra time to make a quick visit to the ashram. However, Rajagopalachari, who had a longstanding dislike of Bhagavan, dissuaded him from making the visit” (Godman 9). Ramana had an interesting take on this happening: “Gandhi would like to come here but Rajagopalachari was worried about the consequences. Because he knows that Gandhi is an advanced soul, he fears that he might go into samadhi here and forget all about politics” (from Godman 9). Gandhi was said to hold Ramana in high esteem: once a devotee of Ramana brought news from Gandhi that “the Mahatma told people that he was frequently thinking of Bhagavan and had great reverence for him” (from Godman 10). Gandhi often counselled people complaining of mental imbalance to go to Ramana’s ashram; as Ramana remarked, “Whenever anybody tells him he has no peace of mind, he packs them off here, telling them, ‘Go and stay at Ramanasramam for a time’” (10). This interestingly suggests that though Gandhi did not choose the paths of jnana or vichara for himself, he saw work on these paths as having potentially great value for the spiritual lives of others.  


Given Ramana’s dim view of worldly actions and perceived duties, it may seem surprising to learn that Ramana too expressed genuine approval of Gandhi and his method of work: as Godman notes, “Although Bhagavan did not encourage devotees to get involved in goal-oriented political programmes . . . he had great respect for Gandhi. He said on several occasions that Gandhi had surrendered to the Self, and the Self was working through him” (11). Ramana was not enamoured so much of the type of work that Gandhi was doing, but more so by his method of work: he felt that Gandhi was allowing the power of the Self to work through him. When a leading Congress politician, Rajendra Prasad, asked Ramana for a message to take back to Gandhi, Ramana simply replied “Adhyatma sakti [the primordial power of the Self] is working within him and leading him on. That is enough. What more is necessary?” (Talks with Sri Ramana Maharshi, no. 505; Godman 11). 
How to Explain Ramana’s Appreciation of Gandhi? 


Ramana approved of Gandhi because his work came not through individual self-will, but through surrender to the workings of the Self. We should here make some observations about what genuine practice of the karma marg (practice also known as karma yoga) is said to entail. The practice demands that though acting, one must not act for personal gain or with desire to enjoy the phal (results, or literally ‘fruits’) of action. Work must be done in a disinterested spirit of sacrifice – to the Self, to the Divine, Truth, or the greater good, etc. (depending perhaps on the karma yogi’s particular bent of mind); it is thus not being done for the worldly benefit or enjoyment of the worker, but purely for the greater good or for spiritual realization.


It will be helpful to quote a discussion of Ramana’s which suggests the most important aspects for him of karma marg. When some visiting Congress workers beseeched him to prophesy political matters, he refused to do this and instead presented Gandhi to them as an example to follow: “Gandhiji has surrendered himself to the Divine and works accordingly with no self-interest. He does not concern himself with the results but accepts them as they turn up. That must be the attitude of national workers” (from Godman 11). Details of Ramana’s view become clear as the questioners persist:
Question: Will the work be crowned with success?
Bhagavan: This question arises because the questioner has not surrendered himself.
Question: Should we not think of and work for the welfare of the country?
Bhagavan: First take care of yourself and the rest will naturally follow.
Question: I am not speaking individually but for the country.
Bhagavan: . . . Acquire strength by surrender and then your surroundings will be found to have improved to the degree of strength acquired by you. . . . Follow the example of Gandhiji in the work for the national cause. ‘Surrender’ is the word. (Talks with Sri Ramana Maharshi, no. 521; quoted in Godman, 11). 

In this exchange, Ramana constantly urges the questioners to look to themselves. They should seek to do their work entirely free from personal or egoic self-interest, which they can do only by surrendering their desires for particular results. Any work must thus be done with constant attention on one’s own motivations. As the opening quote makes clear, it should also be done as though directed by the Self or “Divine” element within. 


Our earlier selections from Gandhi support all of these injunctions. First, though apparently acting for outward goals, his focus was always inward – while apparently working on political matters, he was in fact always working on his own self-realization: “All that I do by way of speaking and writing, and all of my ventures in the political field, are directed to this same end [of self-realization, moksha, etc.]” (Autobiography 14). The removal of all personal self-interest was central to his method: as he wrote (in prison) in 1930, “There can be no place in [the search for Truth] for even a trace of self-interest”; what is demanded is “selfless search for Truth” (from Easwaran 188-189). As he put it in what became a famous formula: “There comes a time when an individual becomes irresistible and his action becomes all pervasive in its effects. This comes when he reduces himself to zero” (Easwaran 189). ‘Reducing oneself to zero’ describes the effort to cultivate total egolessness and removal of self-interest: Gandhi constantly sought to free himself from desire for personal power or fame, and from craving after particular results. He sought instead, Ramana would say, to channel the divine will by following the direction of his inmost Self. He sought so far as was possible to listen to the divine Self rather than the personal egoic self. 
Problem: Self is Not a Doer

Now though, we may object: didn’t we state earlier (cf. “WW,” pp. 3 ff.; and above pp. 5-6) that in Advaita Vedanta, as in Ramana’s teaching, the Self is only a witness, and not a doer? How then could “the primordial power of the Self” (Adhyatma sakti) be working within Gandhi and leading him on to actions? While this is not an easy question to answer, we will look at some of Gandhi’s spiritual methods with an eye to suggesting concrete ways by which Gandhi allowed himself to act as a conduit for the Self. We will briefly cite Gandhi’s practice of meditation and his constant attendance to his ‘inner voice,’ which suggest that one way to be an instrument of the Self may be to seek not so much to act as to listen; not to force but to allow. We will also critically examine Godman’s posit (made on the authority of Ramana’s own hierarchy of the margas and devaluation of karma marg as a means to self-realization) that Gandhi’s bhakti practice rather than his karma yoga was what truly allowed the Self to work through him, suggesting that there is insufficient evidence for making such an assertion.

Ramana’s Marga Hierarchy; Gandhi’s Surrender to the Divine


In a talk with a disciple Ramana appears to develop his own marga hierarchy: vichara is the highest, followed by bhakti marg and yoga marg (specifically breath control); he prescribed the latter two principally for those unsuited to the vichara (cf. Talks with Sri Ramana Maharshi, no. 27; quoted in Godman 14). Ramana also seems to suggest karma marg as a path to be resorted to last, and as more of a preparation for one of the other margas:

If an aspirant be unsuited temperamentally for the first two methods (vichara and bhakti) and circumstantially for the third method (yoga), he must try the karma marga. His nobler instincts become more evident and he derives impersonal pleasure. His smaller self is less assertive and has a chance of expanding its good side. The man becomes duly equipped for one of the three aforesaid paths [viz., vichara, yoga, and bhakti]. (Talks, no. 27; Godman 14). 

David Godman is a devotee of Ramana’s and takes this formulation as something of a final word; he thus speculates that Gandhi must have reached his high spiritual state (approved of by Ramana) not principally through karma marg, but through bhakti marg, constituted by the repetition of Ramanama. Godman asserts that “Gandhi did not reach his high spiritual state by karma yoga: as Bhagavan [Ramana] remarked several times, he attained it by surrender to the divine. Gandhi was an ardent Ram bhakta . . .” (Godman 14). 

We ourselves need not feel compelled to agree with Godman on this point. We should note that despite this hierarchy described to a devotee, Ramana never explicitly picked out Gandhi’s bhakti practice as most important. For Ramana, differences in individual temperament led each person to be differently suited to a unique path; perhaps Gandhi possessed the rare strength of mind to perform karma yoga purely and avoid its pitfalls. While Godman presents as evidence Ramana’s allusions to Gandhi’s “surrender to the divine,” this practice need not entail bhakti; rather, on many understandings of karma yoga, “surrender to the divine” describes a way of engaging in action, namely one wherein one surrenders the results of one’s actions to some higher power. The Gita is often taken to be referring to karma yoga when Krishna urges Arjuna, “Surrender all actions to me . . . act without hope or possessiveness” (3.30); one way of interpreting this is that action taken “without hope or possessiveness” is itself a form of surrender to the divine. One acts without attachment to gaining something personal or additional to the action itself; the beauty, ethical motive, or self-sufficiency of the action itself are enough. Ultimately it may be impossible for us to single out the most important aspect of Gandhi’s overall path, and perhaps we should just allow that the combination of these practices constituted Gandhi’s particular dharma, which seemed to prove efficacious for him.  
Debates Across the Margas
We have seen that despite apparent differences, Ramana’s and Gandhi’s views on the divine are quite similar, and so too are their goals of Self-realization. Despite these similar metaphysics and ends, their paths – jnana and karma – are often taken to be radically different. Advocates of one of these two margs often hold up their own path as clearly superior. As representative of a typical criticism jnana yogis may have for karma marg, we may take Godman’s posit that Gandhi’s karma work alone could not have led to his high spiritual state. Jnana yogis often feel that those devoted principally to karma marg fail to realize that their commitment to acting in the world may create an insurmountable barrier to Self-realization: they risk becoming excessively attached to the successes or failures of their worldly projects, and there is also the ever-present danger that the Self will become falsely identified with actions and perceived duties. The pitfalls of worldly entanglement may be said to render this path unsuitable for complete realization. These potential problems may suggest why Ramana, in the quotation above, described the karma marg as at best a useful preparation for one of the other paths.


Across the divide, many people (generally more ‘worldly’ individuals – who, we might reflect, probably constitute the majority of the population anywhere on earth) harshly criticize the jnana marg and renunciation of worldly life such as that undertaken by Ramana: they tend to characterize it as a vehicle for slackers to justify their slothfulness and fulfill their desire to avoid real responsibilities.
 Typical of this criticism is a comment attributed to Rajagopalachari (who we cited above as having effectively prevented any get-together of Ramana and Gandhi), as related by Amritanatha Yatendra, a devotee of Ramana’s who visited Gandhi:

When [Yatendra] once paid a call on Gandhi, Gandhi made a few polite enquiries about Bhagavan [Ramana]. Rajagopalachari, who was also present, turned to Nehru, the future Prime Minister, and said, ‘What is the point in sitting in a cave in a kaupina (loincloth) when the country has so many problems and Gandhi is being put in jail for struggling for independence?’ (from Godman 10)

In response to Rajagopalachari’s outburst,  “Gandhi turned to him and put his finger to his lips to indicate that he should not criticise in this way” (Godman 10). Despite Gandhi’s disapproval, this represents an attitude voiced by many since the days of the first renunciates. Immersed as Gandhi was in worldly affairs, undoubtedly many of the people he regularly associated with had similar attitudes; it is thus somewhat remarkable that he had the strength of mind to maintain an opposite opinion. We may furthermore note from our discussion above that Rajagopalachari himself apparently lacks a firm grasp of Gandhi’s project: if Gandhi’s statements about the nature of his work are honest, while he is indeed struggling for independence, he is undertaking this work principally for spiritual ends, not primarily to solve “the country[’s] . . . problems.”
Spiritual Life Benefits the World

In fact Gandhi himself had expressed the conviction, which he interestingly characterized as founded on his belief in ‘advaita’ (non-duality), that one man’s spiritual uplift inevitably benefits all mankind: 

I do not believe . . . that an individual may gain spiritually and those who surround him suffer. I believe in advaita, in the essential unity of man and for that matter of all that lives. Therefore, I believe that if one man gains spiritually the whole world gains with him, and if one man falls the whole world falls to that extent. (Young India, 4 Dec 1924; from MMG p. 398)

Far from deriding renouncers as shiftless or unhelpful, Gandhi feels that the spiritual gain of any one individual must benefit the whole world. Given Ramana’s additional occupation of sharing his spiritual message and presence with a constant stream of visitors,
 from a Gandhian point of view the sage’s work would have to be seen as even more productive.

 Ramana himself expressed a similar opinion on the value of spiritual work performed even by those remaining in solitude. When the Orientalist scholar W.Y. Evans-Wentz visited the ashram and asked Ramana, “They say there are many saints in Tibet who remain in solitude and are still very helpful to the world. How can it be?”, Ramana replied, “It can be so. Realization of the Self is the greatest help that can be rendered to humanity. Therefore, the saints are said to be helpful, though they remain in forests” (Talks with Sri Ramana Maharshi, no. 20). Immediately he also emphasized however that retirement from worldly life is not necessary for realization: “But it should not be forgotten that solitude is not in forests only. It can be had in towns, in the thick of worldly occupations” (ibid., no. 20).


The type of benefit that Gandhi and Ramana describe the solitary jnani as granting the world appears like a sort of invisible process, one capable of acting remotely for which physical distances may be inconsequential. To understand how this could be possible, we should reflect that Advaita holds the Self to be beyond the realms of time and space; thus for one soul’s realization to help others, physical and temporal distance should pose no barrier. In fact, if really called on to explain, Ramana would likely remind us that “in consciousness there are no others” (from Osborne 166): the true Self in one is the same Self in all; the individual consciousness is the universal consciousness. We might also note that the Self being deeper than cognition – “behind the mind” (cf. Osborne 12) – entails that this subtle spiritual activity need not be mentally understood for it to be effective; for one to be uplifted one need not be cognisant of it.
Localized Benefit

However, it is perhaps notable that Ramana, immediately after agreeing that solitary saints can be helpful to humanity, chose to emphasize that “solitude is not in forests only” but can be had even “in the thick of worldly occupations” (see above). Gandhi, while positing that one man’s spiritual gain benefits the whole world, also suggested a more immediate effect on those physically and temporally near, in saying that “those who surround” such a one will not be able to suffer. Indeed, we have discussed elsewhere (see “WW,” pp. 4 ff.) the benefit that visitors derived simply from taking Ramana’s darshan. Paul Brunton, who came to Ramana ashram “more a skeptic than a believer” (Osborne 55), within two hours of arriving in the Maharshi’s presence began to feel “a great peace . . . penetrating the inner reaches of my being” (Osborne 56). A local woman told Osborne “I don’t understand the philosophy but when he smiles at me I feel safe, just like a child in its mother’s arms” (157); before Osborne had ever visited the ashram his five-year old daughter wrote him in a letter, “You will love Bhagavan. When he smiles everyone must be so happy” (157). Gandhi seemed to have a similar effect on people. The American journalist Louis Fischer tells a story of asking one of the ashram women why she was always singing. “ ‘Because I am happy,’ she replied. ‘And why are you happy?’ ‘We are happy because we are near Bapu [Gandhi]’” (quoted in Easwaran 161). 
The Teeth and the Tongue: Radical Ahimsa and Identification With All Life

While spiritually realized individuals may be able to bring happiness to those around them through their mere presence, we might also wonder whether these figures’ realized states might additionally lead to particular ways of acting in the world. It will be interesting to explore whether Ramana and Gandhi’s similar metaphysics might also inform parallel ethical precepts. For his part, Gandhi explicitly related his own projects of social service to his Advaitic metaphysics:

The bearing of this [my] religion [‘Hinduism,’ and ‘Truth as God’] on social life is, or has to be, seen in one’s daily social contact. To be true to such religion one has to lose oneself in continuous and continuing service of all life. Realization of Truth is impossible without a complete merging of oneself in and identification with this limitless ocean of life. Hence, for me, there is no escape from social service . . . Social service here must be taken to include every department of life. In this scheme there is nothing low, nothing high. For all is one, though we seem to be many. (‘Questions and Answers,’ 1935; Brown 64-65)

Gandhi applies Advaitic metaphysics as the philosophical basis of his social service: his work is done in the service of all life, which though seemingly manifold, is truly one. In describing his attempt to “identify with this limitless ocean of life,” Gandhi employs a favourite metaphor of Advaita Vedanta: Advaita holds that our identification as an individual wave in the ocean (our own ego or personality) leads us erroneously to ignore the fact that our fundamental substance is water, which is the same in all other creatures and throughout the entire ocean of existence (see “Waves and Water,” pp. 10 ff.). To realize that we are water is to realize the radical non-difference between oneself and all others. Gandhi too seeks to realize this, and he asserts here that his social and political work is the means to this end: his karma yoga is done in an effort to realize total non-difference between himself and others.  

Ramana undertook no social service. However, when worldly conflict forced itself upon him, his action (or lack of action), can be seen to have been based on the same principle of identification with all life. One night in 1924, when Ramana had already moved to the ashram that still stands at the foot of the hill, a group of thieves attacked the building, causing wanton destruction: they set fire to the roof, dislodged windows, and ransacked the interior. Ramana’s first act was to tell the thieves “that there was very little for them to take but they were welcome to come in and take what there was” (Osborne 75). He put up no resistance to the burglars, and forbade his four devotees who were also present from doing so themselves. This irked the devotees, particularly after, while clearing out of the building to allow the thieves freedom to take what they liked, the thieves beat them with heavy wooden sticks (75-76). Ramana even provided the thieves with a hurricane lamp to help them see (76). As the incident was winding down, one of the devotees became angry upon seeing that Ramana had been injured on the thigh, and grabbing an iron bar made ready to fight the thieves (77); but Ramana dissuaded him, saying:

If you go and strike them some may die and that will be a matter for which the world will rightly blame not them but us. They are only misguided men and are blinded by ignorance, but let us note what is right and stick to it. If your teeth suddenly bite your tongue, do you knock them out in consequence? (from Osborne 77)

Ramana’s own response when worldly violence reached his threshold was to counsel a radical form of Gandhian non-violence. Just as Gandhi eschewed fighting force with force, Ramana did not allow his devotees to physically retaliate even after they had been injured by others. For Ramana, this was due to his metaphysical doctrine that “there are no others” – just as Gandhi sought to “identify with the limitless ocean of life,” Ramana viewed the thieves as non-different from himself and his devotees, so that to retaliate against them would be to injure one’s own body, like knocking out one’s teeth for biting one’s tongue. When the coarsest manifestation of worldly life forced itself upon him, Ramana’s prescribed action remained based on his metaphysics of non-difference between himself and others, and manifested itself in a recommendation of intriguingly Gandhian ahimsa.
 Not only is karma yogi Gandhi’s metaphysics highly akin to that of jnana yogi Ramana; but so too Ramana’s prescription for action in a time of crisis was highly akin to typical procedures ascribed to Gandhi.  
Divergent Paths Converge

While Ramana Maharshi and Mahatma Gandhi are often taken to have set out on radically divergent spiritual paths, we have noted that their journeys are motivated by highly similar goals, and have suggested many places where their paths begin to run parallel and even converge en route to their destination. Gandhi’s professed goal of Absolute Truth has been seen to have strong affinities with Ramana’s goal of dwelling in the true Self; their apparently quite different margas, of self-enquiry and social service, are thus both motivated by strikingly similar metaphysical pictures; and even in practical situations often take on intriguingly similar outward forms. Though the Advaitic Self is not a doer, we have seen that Ramana highly approved of Gandhi for allowing the primordial power of this Self to work through him; despite what some devotees view as Ramana’s devaluation of the karma marg, he greatly respected this man seen as the modern era’s greatest karma yogi. Likewise, though members of Gandhi’s inner circle openly disparaged Ramana’s jnana marg, Gandhi maintained a high opinion of the sage and personally referred many to his ashram. While this mutual approval may at first appear baffling, hopefully our analysis here begins to demonstrate why it was so. Though the two men were never able to meet on the worldly plane, we hope to have suggested that on the spiritual plane Ramana and Gandhi may have walked not far from each other on their paths to Self-realization. 
Appendix One – Anubhava for Ramana and Gandhi
While Advaita Vedanta considers various sources of knowledge to be valid, including revealed scipture and rational argumentation, it places its greatest confidence in knowledge obtained through personal experience, or ‘anubhava.’ Anubhava is taken to be the final word: “[Ultimately] the Vedanta acknowledges only one criterion of truth, viz. anubhava” (Belvalkar 18). Personal experience likewise was the most important means to knowledge in both Ramana and Gandhi’s spiritual lives. 

It was Ramana’s own personal awakening experience that led to his realization of the kernel of Advaita doctrine. As he has explained: at the time of his awakening, “I did not yet know that there was an Essence or Impersonal Real underlying everything and that God and I were both identical with it.” It was only years later, when exposed to Advaita and related literature, that Ramana recognized these doctrines as matching his own experience: “later, at Tiruvannamalai, as I listened to the Ribhu Gita and other sacred books . . . [I] found that they were analysing and naming what I had felt intutively without analysis or name” (from Osborne 94). As Osborne puts it, Ramana’s awakening gave him a “formless, intuitive knowledge of which the doctrinal implications were recognized only later . . . it was no question of opinions but of Truth recognized” (94). 

Ramana encouraged his ashram interlocutors to rely principally on their own experience, insisting that they should accept his teachings not dogmatically, but only if they found them to agree with their own feelings: “[at Ramanashram] the questioner [is not] expected to accept anything just because he [Ramana] says it; he is free to dispute . . .” (Osborne 166). Despite this freedom to dispute, Ramana generally put little stock in arguments as a means to finding truth, emphasizing that verbal explanations are “not the teaching; they are only a signpost to the teaching” (167). He held that Self-realization is only “a matter which can be experienced” (Osborne 11). We may reflect that the vichara, as a method of personal self-enquiry, could of course only be performed by a disciple him or her self, the question being ‘who am I?’

Gandhi also shares this emphasis on personal experience. His Autobiography was subtitled, “The Story of My Experiments with Truth.” “It is not my purpose,” he explained, “to attempt a real autobiography. I simply want to tell the story of my numerous experiments with truth” (14); he wished “to narrate my experiments in the spiritual field which are known only to myself, and from which I have derived such power as I possess for working.” These experiments, if they were to be genuine, had to like Ramana’s project reflect a freedom from the personal egoic self: “If the experiments are really spiritual, then there can be no room for self-praise” (14); “If anything I write in these pages should strike the reader as being touched with pride, then he must take it that there is something wrong with my quest” (16). He hoped that the experiments might inspire the same spirit of personal experimentation in others: “The experiments narrated should be regarded as illustrations, in the light of which every one may carry on his own experiments according to his own inclination and capacity” (16). Because he viewed all of his personal experiences as merely experiments, Gandhi insisted that his conclusions should not be taken as final. He pointedly left it up to others to undertake their own experiments, according to their own personal inclinations; he emphasized anubhava.
Appendix Two –Possible Childhood Clues to Ramana and Gandhi’s Divergent Margas: Sushupti and Satya
In light of Ramana and Gandhi’s shared emphasis on personal experience, it may be particularly relevant to explore their most formative years, to see whether any childhood experiences might have been suggestive of the different spiritual paths the two men would ultimately take. As suggested in Ramana’s quotation above (p. 12), the principal reason for the Hindu tradition’s offering such a variety of margas pertains to a cognisance of the differences in temperament among individuals: the idea is that depending on their particular strengths or inclinations, different people will be drawn to, and more able to flourish in following, different paths. Their adherence to such different margas strongly suggests that Ramana and Gandhi greatly differed in some of their natural inclinations. It will be interesting to briefly mine their childhood stories to seek some roots of this. While an exhaustive analysis will be far beyond the scope of this section, we hope to draw out some relevant points.  

Ramana (then Venkataraman) prior to his awakening seemed a mostly unremarkable boy. He was not particularly strong in school, showing “no signs of ever becoming a scholar,” and was most interested in pursuits like football and swimming (Osborne 1-4). The one quite unusual feature of young Venkataraman was his capacity for extremely deep sleep. Ramana related some examples of this to a devotee, whose relatives he had briefly lived with as a boy:

. . . When they returned from the temple, no amount of shouting or banging at the door or window would wake me. At last they managed to open the door with a key from the house opposite, and then they tried to wake me up by beating me. All the boys beat me to their hearts content, and your uncle did too, but without effect. I knew nothing about it till they told me in the morning . . .  The same sort of thing happened to me in Madura also. . . . if they [his peers] had any grudge against me they would come when I was asleep and carry me wherever they liked and beat me as much as they liked and then put me back to bed; I would know nothing about it till they told me next morning (from Osborne 4-5). 

Ramana himself “attributed no significance to this except sound health” (Osborne 5). This seems however not a strong interpretation. The state of deep sleep, known as sushupti, is of central importance to Advaita Vedanta. As Sharma relates, “Although one undergoes loss of individuality in deep sleep, yet upon waking one identifies oneself with the same person who went to sleep. This establishes [for Advaita] that identity can survive loss of individuality” (Sharma 85). I seem while I am in the deep sleep state to have no cognisance of myself, my personality, objects of the mind, or objects of the external world; nonetheless, when I awake even after a very deep sleep, I am vaguely aware that ‘I have had a pleasant sleep.’ This suggest to Advaita that some bare subject or consciousness must have endured in the deep sleep state, persisting even in the absence of objects; this is seen to argue for the existence of the basic chit, or witness consciousness. Advaita moreover takes sushupti as paradigmatic for the experience of dwelling in the Self (cf. Sharma 86-87). Sushupti represents a movement towards the “interiorisation and unification of consciousness” that Advaita aims at (Indich 65 (quoted in Sharma 87)).
 

All this suggests that Ramana’s deflationary interpretation misses the importance (probably intentionally – he wished not to draw his devotees’ attention to himself, but rather to draw their attention to themselves) of his childhood exceptionality. For one who would eventually be in a state of constant “abidance in the Self” (cf. Osborne 16), it seems reasonable to take this extreme deep sleep state as an early sign of Ramana’s eventual path. At the very least, as Osborne puts it, we may see Ramana’s deep sleep as a “foreshadowing of the awakening” insofar as it showed “the ability, albeit still dark and negative, to abandon the mind and plunge deep beyond thought” (5).

From the minor recollections of his childhood that Gandhi presents to us in his Autobiography, there is much to suggest his future bent of mind as a firm devotee of Truth. Of his early schooling he cannot remember much: “The fact that I recollect nothing more of those days than having learnt, in company with other boys, to call our teacher all kinds of names, would strongly suggest that my intellect must have been sluggish, my memory raw” (21); however, he does recollect from a period soon after: “I do not remember having ever told a lie, during this short period, either to my teachers or to my school-mates” (21). His imagination was also captured about this time by a play called Harischandra, the protagonist of which was an exceptionally truthful young man: “‘Why should not all be truthful like Harishcandra?’ was the question I asked myself day and night,” he recalls; “To follow truth and to go through all the ordeals Harishchandra went through was the one ideal it inspired in me” (23). 

Gandhi’s faith in the power of truth must have been strengthened by another incident a short time later. As a boy of fifteen he secretly clipped a bit of gold from his brother’s armlet to pay off a debt his brother had incurred. Wracked with guilt about his deception, he fretted for long about what to do. Finally he decided to write a note of confession to his father, which he presented to him trembling. His father responded with a “sublime forgiveness” highly unnatural to him: “I had thought he would be angry, say hard things, and strike his forehead. But he was so wonderfully peaceful, and I believe this was due to my clean confession” (41). His father simply wept a few silent tears, “wetting the paper”; for Gandhi, “Those pearl-drops of love cleansed my heart, and washed my sin away” (41). This experience of the power of confession and forgiveness must have been a formative incident in Gandhi’s early life. Confidence in the power of truth – even if only the ‘relative’ truth constituting truthfulness in worldly speech and deeds – appears to have taken hold of him at a young age. This might help us better understand how eventually Absolute Truth would become the central principle of his thought and the goal of all his work.  
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��
	� This paper was presented as a companion piece to “Waves and Water: Understanding Advaita Vedanta from a Western Perspective,” which outlined the fundamental doctrines of Advaita Vedanta and the teachings of Ramana Maharshi. That text is referred to by citations “WW,” where consulting it may be helpful. The author would be delighted to provide that text to interested readers. ��


��
	� We will italicize frequently used Sanskrit terms only upon their first use, except where doing so helps clarify the reading. ��


��
	� Around 1928 Gandhi inverted his formular ‘God is Truth’ to ‘Truth is God’: this, he said, was to put still greater emphasis on Truth; also it could be more readily accepted by atheists (cf., e.g., Brown 46). ��


��
	� In sections omitted here for considerations of length, the paper discussed some of Gandhi’s spiritual practices – daily meditation, listening to his ‘inner voice,’ his bhakti practice of Ramanama japa – as concrete methods for eliminating personal self-will to follow the primordial power of the non-personal Self. ��


��
	� Actually, our grouping Ramana’s jnana marg with renunciation misses part of the story: despite his own adolescent renunciation, Ramana generally sought to dissuade visitors and devotees from renouncing.�As he counselled one disciple, “Renunciation does not mean outward divestment of clothes and so on or abandonment of home. True renunciation is the renunciation of desires, passions, and attachments. . . . It would be more correct to describe the attitude of the devotee as universal love than as abandoning home to don the ochre robe” (from Osborne 82-83). �Ramana recognized that everyone’s path was different depending on karma accumulated from past lives, and while renunciation might have been the best step for him, it may not necessarily be so for others (cf. Osborne 82-87).


��
	��� Work that Ramana was dutifully committed to. As the years progressed, Ramana made constant changes to allow himself to be more accessible for the ever increasing numbers of spiritual seekers. For instance, by 1926 he entirely gave up his beloved giri-pradakshina (circuit of Arunachala hill), to avoid the risk that “visitors might come for darshan [to see and experience his presence] . . . and return disappointed at not finding him there”; “On more than one occasion he indicated that giving darshan was, so to speak, his task in life and that he must be accessible to all who came” (Osborne 154). 


��
	��� We must note that the prescription of non-resistance was not taught by Ramana as a course of action for society as a whole, but only for his devotees and himself: the precept to “‘resist not evil’ . . . was no social law for a whole community that he [Ramana] was proclaiming, but [only] a way of life for those who followed him” (Osborne 69). Ramana perhaps realized that total ahimsa was nearly impossible for ordinary people, but that a greater obligation bound those, like he and his devotees, who sought to realize non-duality. As Osborne also describes, this path was “possible only for those who have submitted to God’s Will and accept whatever comes as right and necessary even though it may be a misfortune from worldly standards” (69-70); most worldly people would have difficulty accepting this path.   


��
	��� We should note that despite the theoretical importance of the deep sleep state, one practically can realize the Self only through effort put in during the waking state: “Any effort at realization involves volition, so from a practical point of view the hierarchy [of the three states] must be reversed: no volition is possible in deep sleep . . .” (Sharma 88). It is difficult to strive for realization in any state besides the waking state. 





