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First Satyagraha 1906 Opposition to compulsory registration for Indians
 Meeting outside the Hamidia Mosque, Johannesburg
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March of Indian coalminers from Natal
 to Transvaal, 1913
 Gandhi in Tamil dress
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‘satyagraha’
 satya – ‘truth’ + agraha – ‘holding to something firmly.’ Thus – ‘the force that is born of truth.’
 The term fostered the idea of strength, countering armed force with soul-force.
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Gandhi on Satyagraha. The first and second paragraphs are from Gandhi’s weekly paper Young India, 23 March 1921, in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol. XIX, (Publications Division, Delhi 1966), p.466. The third and last paragraph is from Gandhi’s statement to the Disorders Inquiry Committee, 5 January 1920, in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol. XVI, (Publications Division, Delhi 1965), pp.368-9.
 Satyagraha, then, is literally holding on to Truth and it means, therefore, Truth-force. Truth is soul or spirit. It is, therefore, known as soul-force. It excludes the use of violence because man is not capable of knowing the absolute truth and, therefore, not competent to punish. The word was coined in South Africa to distinguish the nonviolent resistance of the Indians of South Africa from the contemporary ‘passive resistance’ of the suffragettes and others. It is not conceived as a weapon of the weak. Passive resistance is used in the orthodox English sense and covers the suffragette movement as well as the resistance of the nonconformists. Passive resistance has been conceived and is regarded as a weapon of the weak. Whilst it avoids violence, being not open to the weak, it does not exclude its use if, in the opinion of a passive resister, the occasion demands it.
 For the past thirty years I have been preaching and practicing Satyagraha. The principle of Satyagraha differs from Passive Resistance as the North Pole from the South. The latter has been conceived as a weapon of the weak and does not exclude the use of physical force or violence for the purpose of gaining one’s end, whereas the former has been conceived as a weapon of the strongest and excludes the use of violence in any shape or form… In the application of Satyagraha I discovered in the earliest stages that pursuit of truth did not admit of violence being inflicted on one’s opponent but that he must be weaned from error by patience and sympathy. For what appears to be truth to the one may appear to be error to the other. And patience means self-suffering. So the doctrine came to mean vindication of truth not by infliction of suffering on the opponent but on one’s self.
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Some features of satyagraha:
 • A satyagrahi was not to retaliate violently, however great the provocation.
 • No hatred of opponents, no harassing of injuring of opponents.
 • Aim is to get opponent to listen to a grievance.
 • Infliction of suffering on oneself shows strength of feeling, in a way that wins the sympathy of the opponent. (Gandhi: ‘Satyagraha postulates the conquest of the adversary by suffering in one’s own person.’)
 • The Satyagrahi had to trust the opponent. Even if tricked or deceived, this
 trust had to be maintained, as everyone has an element of humanity in them that can be appealed to.
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1. Establishment of a parallel government that would exist alongside the colonial government, but which would enjoy popular legitimacy.
 2. It would gain a hold over all aspects of social, economic and political life in India. 3. It would establish parallel schools, colleges, law courts, industries etc. 4. This would prepare people for self-government. 5. Ultimately, people should then refuse to pay their taxes to the British, which would
 bring them to their knees.6. Passive resistance preferable in first instance, as it allows for mass mobilisation.7. No commitment to the principle of nonviolence. If the police attacked protesters,
 they had a right to fight back. 8. Activists also had train in forms of violent resistance, so that they could intervene
 when the crucial moment came. At such a moment, they must not shrink from bloodshed.
 Aurobindo Ghose: ‘The Doctrine of Passive Resistance’, 1907
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Indian philosophical traditionsJainism
 • Mahavira: Those who embrace a religious life should commit themselves to strict nonviolence. He or she was to be truthful and honest, not possess any property, and avoid all sexual intercourse. Love and sympathy for all human beings should predominate. Nonviolence is the highest ideal, and the way to achieve Moksa, or liberation.
 • Five great vows or principles of morality are laid down for ascetics: (1) ahimsa (nonviolence), (2) satya (truth), (3) asteya (non-stealing), (4) brahmacharya (celibacy), (5) aparigraha (non-possession).
 • Violence includes mental and verbal injury. There are the three guptis, of mental nonviolence, verbal nonviolence and physical nonviolence. The foundation of all the other great vows (mahavrata) is that of nonviolence. Lying causes verbal and mental injury to another person, for example. Stealing is similar. Hoarding of wealth also commits violence on those who need. Even committing violence that is not intended has to be avoided at all costs.
 • Lay people are expected to follow nonviolence and truth as much as possible. They should not harm animals or humans, not behave violently in any way, act truthfully, not steal, exercise sexual restraint, and not be greedy for wealth.
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Buddhism
 • The chief emphasis in Buddhism, as in Jainism, was on life-negation, in order to achieve deliverance from the chain of birth and rebirth. Salvation lies in freedom from desire for worldly pleasures.
 • Compassion was seen as a great ethic, e.g. a mental projection of the self into the suffering and misery of others. The universe should be regarded with kindness of feeling.
 • The early form of Buddhism in India had a strong emphasis on nonviolence. People were enjoined to be nonviolent, chaste and righteous. They were allowed to eat meat provided the person did not cause the death of the animal. There was not however any concrete plan of action for the reduction of suffering of others, but only the cultivation of an attitude.
 • Buddhism was strong in India from the time of Ashoka (273-232 BC), who valorised nonviolence. He sought to make Buddhism a state philosophy. It is said that he only made nonviolence a principle in external matters of state, renouncing war. He did not prohibit the killing of animals, and capital punishment continues. Animal sacrifices were however stopped. The later ruler, Harsha (606-647 AD) was converted to Buddhism and also followed the policy of nonviolence as state policy. The killing of animals was prohibited. However, with the Brahmanical revival in India, Buddhism declined from around 800 AD onwards.
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The Vedic tradition, yoga, and Brahmanism • In the ancient Vedic tradition there was no emphasis on nonviolence. It
 celebrated blood sacrifices, and the great heroes were warlords and warriors (Indra (the god of war) Krishna, Arjun etc.)
 • The ascetics – the rishis and sadhus – practised severe self-discipline, both physical and mental and celibacy. Developed into yoga that involved both meditation (gyan yoga) and difficult postures (asanas). There was no particular emphasis on nonviolence, however, and sadhus were often very violent in their ways.
 • The Brahmans gradually reformed their beliefs to embrace non-killing of animals, and thus vegetarianism. This was in reaction to Jainism and Buddhism. Violence was however accepted if the situation required it – as in the idea of a righteous war. Nonviolence (ahimsa) was, however, seen as a great virtue, along with other ethical principles such as truthfulness, non-stealing, celibacy, kindness, straightforwardness, forbearance, temperance, and cleanliness.
 • Hinduism was characterised by the caste system. In this, only the Brahmans were expected to practice strong nonviolence. While the Brahman incurs great sin by killing, low caste people can carry it out as part of their livelihood. The Laws of Manu sets out such rules. This is thus an ethical order, in which people act differently according to their social position. There is thus a specific varna, or caste, morality.
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Bhakti tradition
 • The bhakti, or devotional tradition, emerged in the medieval period. • Emphasis on devotion to God as being the path to salvation, rather than Brahmanical
 ritual. The stress was on tolerance, humanism, and the unity and validity of all religions as different paths to God. It emphasised that nonviolence was a virtue for all, regardless of caste.
 • Nanak (1469-1539), the founder of Sikhism, was such a saint. Nonviolence a great virtue. People should think nonviolently, not speak harshly of others (ahimsa of speech), and not obstruct the work of others (ahimsa in action), forgive those who speak evil of one, practice physical, mental and spiritual endurance, and help the suffering of others, even at the cost of one’s life. Where there is forgiveness, there is God himself. A righteous person should conform to truth, charity and forgiveness.
 • Later, however, Sikhism transformed itself into a militant and warlike sect.• For the Bhakti saints, ahimsa was a quality that, like devotion, conferred power on a
 devotee in such a way that he or she could overcome adversity and miraculously humble even the most powerful opponents. The bhakti saints were often persecuted by both rulers and the Brahmans. There are many stories of bhakti saints who managed to overcome such opposition through miraculous divine intervention. In some case, the saint obtained the attention of God by performing penances, such as fasting.
 • This was not a use of ‘people-power’, as it was God who is shown as intervening on the side of the great devotee and forced the ruler to accept his truths. In this, there was no idea of nonviolence being used as a political technique.
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Some forms of protest in India Popular resistance took many forms in India in the past, both violent and nonviolent. Some notable nonviolent forms were as follows: 1. Mass protests before a ruler.
 2. Mass migration (hijrat).
 3. Moral pressure through shaming (dharna).
 4. Self-harm.
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‘Nonviolence’
 The English word ‘nonviolence’ is a direct translation from the Sanskrit word ahimsa, which is the negative form of the Sanskrit word for ‘violence’ – himsa.
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Questions for discussion
 Is ‘satyagraha’ really so different from ‘passive resistance’? If so, what are the key ways in which it differs?
 Was Gandhian satyagraha primarily a western technique that was Indianised, or rather an Indian technique that was legitimised by reference to certain western thinkers?
 What aspects of the society and culture of South Africa were most significant in the formation of Gandhi’s methods?
 How effective is self-sacrifice in nonviolent resistance? Is it more effective in an Indian rather than a western context?
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