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JAYAPRAKASH NARAYAN: FROM MARXIST
TO GANDHIAN

Jayaprakash Narayan (19o2-197g), India’s most popular postindependence political
figure next to Nehru, left the ruling Congress Party in 1948, then in 1954 abandoned
politics altogether in favor of Gandhian “constructive work” (sarvodaya) at the village
level. His urge to spur sweeping political reforms resurfaced in the mid-1970s, and he
plaved a major role both in precipitating Indira Gandhi’s “Emergency” of 1975 to
1977, and in leading the coalition that defeated her party in 1977. In 1979 the coalition
broke apart, and soon thereafter Jayaprakash (or “JP,” as he was affectionately known),
died of kidney and heart failure. His contributions to political thought won him a
worldwide audience; even today they continue to influence those who seek to infuse
the economic, social, and political life of the future with greater equality, justice, and
respect for the individual and the local community.

Javaprakash (“the light of victory”) Nayaran was born in a village in eastern India
now in the state of Bihar. His father, an official superintending the operation of irriga-
tion canals, was required by his work to move from place to place. Probably for health
reasons (his eldest son died of cholera and his eldest daughter succumbed to the
plague), he left young Jayvaprakash in his native village with the boy’s step-grand-
mother while the rest of the family moved away. At six, Jayaprakash started his educa-
tion in the village primary school. When he was nine, his father sent him to the Col-
legiate School at Patna, Bihar's major city. The shy and dutiful son worked diligently,
and won a merit scholarship to Patna College at the age of sixteen. He had considered
himself a political extremist from the age of fourteen; at nineteen, when Gandhi’s
non-cooperation movement arrived in Patna, Javaprakash threw away his schoolbooks
and prepared to join it. His father wanted him to continue studying, and had him
enrolled in a newly founded nationalist school called the Bihar Vidyapith.

In the following year, 1922, Gandhi suspended the non-cooperation movement,
and Jayaprakash was deeply disillusioned. In addition, he was finding his new school
insufficiently equipped with the apparatus for experiments he needed to carry on his
studies in the natural sciences. A friend wrote him from the University of lowa, urging
him to complete his higher education in the United States,

In 1924, at the University of Wisconsin, he discovered the writings of Marx, and
was especially influenced by Marx’s claim to have found the “inevitable” solution to
the problem of poverty. Jayaprakash soon became a regular reader of M. N. Roy’s New
Masses magazine and the US Communist Party’s Daily Worker. He switched from
natural science to sociology, and from Wisconsin to Ohio State, where he took his BA
in 1928 and MA in 1929. He wanted to go on for a PhD, but his mother was critically
ill, and so he returned home.

At once he was drawn into the mainstream of nationalist politics: his wife took him
to meet Gandhi; he met Nehru, the next Congress president, and the two became
friends. Nehru invited him and his wife to live in Allahabad and help with the work of
the Congress, and in 1932, when most other leaders of the Congress were in jail, he
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served as its general secretary until he, too, was arrested, tried, and imprisoned. In
1934 he and other leftists founded a group within the Congress that they named the
Congress Socialist Party; Jayaprakash became its chief organizer and traveled all over
India to recruit and teach new members. From 1936 he encouraged the newly legalized
communists to enroll as Congress socialists, but by 1940 he was fed up with their ma-
neuvering for power and sudden changes in policy in obedience to dictates from the
Soviet Union. At the same time he was impatient with the Congress under Gandhi’s
moderating influence—so much so that he courted and received two successive prison
sentences from 1940 to 1942 for his fiery speeches urging factory workers to start a gen-
eral strike, stop paving taxes, and set up their own police, courts, and government.

Jayaprakash became a national hero in 1942 when he and five other prisoners
climbed over the seventeen-foot-high wall of their jail on the night of Diwali (the fes-
tival of lights) and escaped capture. Undetected, he visited the major cities of India to
instruct guerrilla fighters and issue proclamations urging struggle against British rule.
Within a year he was arrested at Lahore and subjected to prolonged torture in a vain
attempt to make him talk about his activities. Although he was released only in 1946,
a year after most of the Congress leaders, he remained determined to oust the British
through a massive uprising of the people.

Thirteen years younger than Nehru, equally intellectual and even more idealistic,
Javaprakash could easily have become Nehru's right-hand man and ultimately his suc-
cessor as India’s prime minister. Yet he shared that part of Gandhi which could in-
stinetivelv rebel against the official exercise of political power (he was never a candi-
date for public office). In 1948 he led his socialist followers out of the Congress, and
from then on steadily lost interest in political activity. Instead, he gravitated toward
Gandhian work at the village level, beginning with the Bhudan (land-gift) Movement
begun by Gandhi’s disciple Vinoba Bhave. In 1954 he founded his own ashram in a
rural part of Bihar to try to apply Gandhi’s methods of village economic improve-
ment, and by the 196os he was sending workers to train in Israel and Japan in order to
adapt modern technology to villagers” needs.

Javaprakash never ceased to reflect and speak on his ideals for India’s future. At the
core of his vision lay a blend of Marx’s and Gandhi’s dreams: unselfish and altruistic
individuals living in self-supporting communities, undisturbed by either centralized
government or exploitative capitalism. He repeatedly refused opportunities to serve
in the government, but his restless nature moved him to try to solve or mediate prob-
lems in one area after another—Kashmir, Nagaland, and throughout his home state
of Bihar. He played the role of gadfly to both state and central governments, and at-
tracted huge crowds of youthful sympathizers when he called for an end to corrup-
tion, police terrorism, and the misuse of power. The size of these crowds, and his
vague but catchy call for “total revolution” in 1975, provoked an extreme clampdown
by Indira Gandhi and her government that left a scar on India’s record as a liberal-
democratic polity.

Jayaprakash’s Gandhian ideals of swaraj, satyagraha, and sarvodaya remain for fu-
ture generations to reexamine or reactivate in the spirit of social and political change.
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A PLEA FOR A COMMUNITARIAN
POLITY AND ECONOMY

In his longest piece of theoretical writing, entitled “A Plea for the Reconstruction of
Indian Polity,” Jayaprakash set forth in 1959 his plan for the radical decentralization of
his country’s government and economy. It draws heavily on Gandhi’s dream for inde-
pendent India, connecting individual freedom and social responsibility in a democ-
racy that is here called communitarian.

| propose in this paper to describe the main outline of the polity which to my
mind is not only most suited for us, but is also most rational and scientific. . . .

My search here has been for the forms of social life, particularly of political
life, that would assure the preservation of human values about which there is
hardly any dispute in the world today; and my approach has been non-partisan
and non-sectarian. . . .

First of all, let it be pointed out that the problem of democracy is basically,
and above all, a moral problem. Constitutions, systems of government, parties,
elections—all these are relevant to the business of democracy. But unless
the moral and spiritual qualities of the people are appropriate, the best of
constitutions and political systems will not make democracy work. The moral
qualities and mental attitudes most needed for democracy are: (1) concern for
truth; (2) aversion to violence; (3) love of liberty and courage to resist oppression
and tyranny; (4) spirit of co-operation; (5) preparedness to adjust self-interest to
the larger interest; (6) respect for other’s opinions and tolerance; (7) readiness to
take responsibility; (8) belief in the fundamental equality of man; (g) faith in
the educability of human nature.

These qualities and attitudes are not inborn in man. But he can be educated
in them and trained to acquire and practise them. . . .

When there is liberty it leads to abuse and necessitates State interference,
and when there is State interference it leads to curtailment of liberty. How then
to preserve liberty and prevent its abuse? There are no political means by which
the dilemma can be resolved, there are only moral means. The obverse side of
the medal of liberty is responsibility. If the individual is not prepared to take
social responsibility, if he uses liberty for self-aggrandisement and neglects or
hurts the interests of others, some form of state-ism becomes inevitable. It is here
that the pertinence and wisdom of Gandhiji’s concept of trusteeship becomes
evident. The only democratic answer to state-ism and totalitarianism is trustee-
ship. But trusteeship cannot be practised without voluntary limitation of wants.
An individual cannot function as a trustee unless he is prepared to share his
possessions with his fellowmen,; this he cannot do unless he has learned to cur-
tail his wants. Thus voluntary limitation of wants, in other words, the rejection
of materialism or the unlimited pursuit of material satisfactions, is essential for
the achievement and preservation of democracy. . . .
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The economic life of the communitarian society would be so organised that
human needs are satisfied as near at home as possible: first, in the primary com-
munity, then in the regional, district, provincial, national and international
community—in that ascending order. This means that each expanding area of
community would be as self-sufficient as possible. Incidentally, this would save
much of the unnecessary energy and time devoted today to the business of com-
merce, advertisement, etc. . . .

A word about private enterprise. Private enterprise, in the sense of purushar-
tha, the individual’s spirit of enterprise, would have fullest scope in the com-
munity. But in the community the individual would be imbued with the spirit
of community. Therefore, private enterprise in a communitarian society would
also partake of that spirit and work for private as well as communal good. Fur-
ther, private enterprise would also be subject to the principles of self-govern-
ment and responsibility to, and integration with, the community. . . .

The picture drawn here of the polity for India, and of social organization in
general, might perhaps appear to be idealistic. If so, I would not consider that
to be a disqualification. An ideal cannot but be idealistic. The question is if the
ideal is impractical, unscientific or otherwise ill-conceived. [ have tried in the
preceding pages to show that all relevant considerations lead irresistibly to-
wards it.

The achievement of this ideal would, however, be a colossal task. Thou-
sands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of voluntary workers would be needed
over a number of years to accomplish it. The Government should lend its full
support; but it is necessary to remember that the main burden of the task would
have to be borne by voluntary political and social workers and institutions. The
heart of the problem is to create the “spirit of community,” without which the
whole body politic would be without life and soul. This is a task of moral regen-
eration to be brought about by example, service, sacrifice and love. Those who
occupy high places in society—-in politics, business, the professions—bear the
heavy responsibility of leading the people by personal example.

The task also is one of social engineering, needing the help of the State; of
scientists, experts, educationists, businessmen, experimenters; of men and women;
of young and old.

It is a task of dedication; of creation; of self-discovery. It is a task that defines
India’s destiny. It spells a challenge to India’s sons and daughters. Will they ac-
cept the challenge?

[From Javaprakash Narayan, Socialism, Sarvodaya, and Democracy, ed.
Bimla Prasad (New York: Asian Publishing House, 1964),
192-193, 196, 197-199, 200-207, 211-212, 213-214, 219, 220~221, 224, 235.]
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