
Be the Cha nge You Wis h  to See 

An Interview with Arun Gandhi 

Carmella B'Hahn 

Arun Gandhi was taught well by his legendary grandfather, Mohandas K. Gandhi. In this interview, he 
weaves his wisdom about facing adversity, anger, and prejudice with his personal stories of life'S challenges, 
including the assassination of his grandfather. 

T he cabby expected to be taking my dear friend 
Linda Lantieri and me from the airport in Mem
phis, Tennessee, to Graceland and, in a way, he 
was right. It was January 1999, and we were on 
our way to interview Arun Gandhi for a book, 

Mourning Has Broken . . .  Into a New Paradigm, on which I 
was working. The book is about personal transformation 
set in the context of social change, exploring whether 
those individuals who experience the greatest hardships 
in life have the greatest opportunities to stand strong in 
the face of further challenge. I carefully chose my interview
ees so that I could glean from their wisdom a composite 
role model that would reflect a new emerging paradigm of 
human consciousness. Arun Gandhi exemplifies this con
sciousness, and his philosophy is an example of a nonvio
lent paradigm of thought in which punishment and zero 
tolerance have no place. I will expand more on the new 
paradigm as I see it in relation to safe schools, but for now 
we will stay in Memphis. 

At our destination, the Gandhi Institute for Nonviolence, 
Arun and his wife, Sunanda, both of whom are totally 
dedicated to helping youth avoid violent conflict, gra
ciously received us. Around the walls hung a series of 
enormous photographs of Mohandas K. Gandhi, Arun's 
grandfather, which were on loan from an exhibition. They 
depicted scenes from his life, scenes into which we felt as 
if we had walked. There was a still, peaceful presence in 
the room that remained as Arun began to tell his story in 
his soft, lilting voice. At one point, he admitted to feeling 
that his parents and grandparents were guiding him, and 
we felt profoundly connected to history and the wisdom 
of his ancestors. 

Sunanda Gandhi, Carmella B'Hahn, and Arun Gandhi 
at the Gandhi Institute for Nonviolence 
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lessness· is. Compassion requires a lot. of hUmility, .atld 
that's what Grandfather was trying to do when he 
chose to travel third class on the trilins at great personal 
discomfort. He was coming down to the poorest of the 
poor and reaching out to them. That is one.ofthe rea
sons why he touched the hearts of the poorest and most 
distressed people in the world. 

B'Hahn: In Reflection 

As we think about creating safe schools, Gandhi's inter
view leaves us much to reflect upon. What occurs to me is 
that we cannot hope to help students use anger positively, 
forgive others, drop prejudice, return to morals and ethics, 
build good relationships, or have humility and compassion 
until we, as their role models, are authentically committed 
(like these three generations of Gandhi's) to becoming the 
change we wish to see-in all the small details of our lives. 
We know that to be true, and yet it means making time in 
our busy days to focus on exploring the territory of our in
ner lives and questioning ourselves deeply as to what ef
fect our behavior has on others. We can no longer avoid 
the truth that safe homes, safe schools, and safe societies 
are the result of the belief systems and behavior patterns of 
those in a position of influence unless, of course, we hold 
a belief that some babies are born bad. We are each an im
portant presence in the society we are so tempted to blame 
for our problems, and we have exactly the same potential 
as Mohandas Gandhi, who made a huge difference simply 
by following his principles with integrity and dedication. 

We are all born into a particular legacy of human conscious
ness, a common vision of reality held by the civilization of 
our time. Different aspects of this paradigm of conscious
ness permeate our countries, societies, schools, and fami
lies in varying intensities, which we, from the moment of 
birth, absorb and repeat until such time as it becomes re
stricting and ineffective, the tension causing us to break 
through to a new framework of perception. 

It is time for that breakthrough, and the tide of conscious
ness is turning. As we begin en masse to digest the scien
tific information that on a quantum level our bodies and 
all external matter are indistinguishable, we begin to move 
in the direction of which Arun Gandhi spoke-toward 
recognition of our interdependence. The dominant para
digm into which we were born asserts that we are three
dimensional beings, separate from all other living things. 
Logic, reason, and control are highly valued, and moral 
judgment of others as "good" or "bad," "right" or "wrong" 
is the accepted norm. It is a (sometimes very subtly) vio
lent paradigm that justifies revenge and hurting others as 
"righting the balance."  Anyone who commits a "wrong" is 
on the other side, and the enemy deserves punishment. 

A new, emerging paradigm is creating a nonviolent cli
mate naturally. It asserts that we are multidimensional be
ings who are all interconnected, and therefore, if we help 
someone else, we help ourselves. This wider perspective 
sees life as one great tapestry, a unified system in which 
each thread affects the whole picture and is equally valu
able, whatever its color and texture. The heart, intuition, 
and the spirit are highly valued, along with the head, and 
there is recognition that we are all capable of the highest 
and the lowest actions in life. Expressions of violence are 
seen as a calling to fulfill unmet needs that deserve a firm, 
compassionate, and supportive response. The response of 
Arun Gandhi's family toward the assassin-forgiveness
is humbling and sets an example for us all when we face 
incidents of violence in our own lives. 

It is my belief that the truly effective and practical ways of 
facing the challenges in our schools are being and will be 
revealed to those who have attained an inner climate of 
nonviolence, such as the Gandhis, where compassion re
sides and blame is an unwelcome guest. 

Carmella B'Hahn, a writer and workshop leader from Devon, 
England, has been committed to developing holistic approaches 
to birth, life, and death for almost two decades. She is the author 
of Benjaya's Gifts, which challenges the traditions and taboos 
around the ageless mysteries of birth and death and is available 
on www.amazon.com.uk. Mourning Has Broken . . .  Into a 
New Paradigm is her second book. She is active in her 7-year-old 
son's school, which is devoted to a holistic education for children 
in Grades K-S. The author may be reached at: 11 Wellington 
Square, South Brent, Devon, TQ109AG, United Kingdom; e- mail: 
carmella@appleonline.net 
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