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Philosophy of Non-Violent Resistance and the Birth of
Satyagraha — A Human Rights Perspective'

Vivek Y. Dhupdale?

“...all men are born equal. All have the same soul as any other”>,
— Mahatma Gandhi

I. Introduction:

Mahatma Gandhi believed that all Human Rights belong to every human
being by virtue of their being born equal. These rights are inherent and inalienable.
Human rights are essential for the better development of a human being.
Therefore, there is a need to ensure that each individual is encouraged to prosper
if we want to make this entire world a better place to live in. Mahatma Gandhi is
a symbol of peace and human rights. He was one of those leaders who created
eternal impressions on the memories of mankind. After arriving in Durban, South
Africa, Gandhi found himself treated as a member of an inferior race’. He was
horrified at the widespread denial of civil liberties and political rights to Indian
immigrants to South Africa. Since his adulthood in South Africa he committed
himself to the cause of human rights and civil liberties. Being an Indian, he could
hardly find any difference between the situation in British India and British South
Africa. After gaining popularity in South Africa, he returned to his native land,
India to begin a new chapter of non-violent resistance Satyagraha (Sanskrit for
“truth and firmness™) as a fight against British rule in India. He had a very simple
soul and believed in truth and non-violence (ahimsa). He gave the world a reason
to think about and follow the most effective mode of gaining liberty from foreign
rule with his most effective weapon of Satyagraha. If one observes today’s
India or the world for that matter, its people are indulged in incidents such as
human right abuses, usurping of rights of minorities and religious intolerance and
extremism, racial discrimination, etc. Therefore, in today’s world of hatred,
inequality, discrimination, human degradation and erosion of human values, there
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A reference may be made to the incidence in the railway at Durban in South Africa,

when he was thrown out of the train by a officer since he was traveling in the first

class compartment with the first Class ticket.
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ROM) Vol. 40; 2 Sept. 1927, p. 121.
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Satyagraha was adopted by Gandhi. The movement commenced with a demand
for the abolishment of the Transvaal Act 2 of 1907. This act was repealed.
Similarly the Pound 3 tax had also been repealed and its attendant misery and
insult was destroyed. The bulk of Indian marriages that had never previously
received the sanction of South African law came to be legally recognized. But at
the same time the most important development that took place in South Africa
was the generation of a new fighting spirit that had resulted from the hardships
and sufferings among the Indians’,

111 Birth of Satyagraha:

It is the birth ot Safyagraha that completely changed the course of the
history, The word Satyagraha owes its origin to the term “Sadagraha’ coined
by Maganlal Gandhi in response to a call by Gandhi through Indian Opinion.
Later on Gandhi modified the said word to ‘Satyagraha’. *Satya means Truth
and ‘Agraha’ means determination to reach truth. Literally speaking, Satvagraha
means ‘holding fast to truth’ or “insistence on truth’®. Satyagraha also means
that the person on the other side is also entitled to the same kind of respect
opportunity; trust and credibility that the first person would like to give to himself.
This is impossible to do unless one has a broad mind and heart towards other’s
feelings which may include his foes too. To achieve this end, Gandhi’s Sarvagraha
was the best option,

I1L 1. The Salient Features of Satyagraha:

Philosophically speaking Saryagraha encompasses most of the Gandhian
concepts only. Gandhi considered that there could be three most important features
of his concept of Satyagraha, viz., Truth, Non-violence and Self-suffering. The
detailed discussion on each of these features would show how they are co-
related to each other:

IIL. I L. Truth: Gandhi considered truth to be the God. Both his doctrines
of non-violence (ahimsa) and Satyagraha were based on his attachment
- to truth, He had an abiding faith in the unfailing power of non-violence
and the ultimate victory of truth®. It is this faith which helped Gandhi to
evolve his peaceful weapon of Saryasraha, which continues to maintain
its relevance till today. With his approach to truth and non-violence Gandhi
had equal regards for all human beings including the enemies and gave
them dignity and right to be trusted. This has proved that he did recognize

7 Bakshi S.R., 1988, Gandhi and Indians in South Africa, New Delhi, Antique
Publications, p.336.
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totally. He once said, “I do believe that where there is only a choice between
cowardice and violence, I would advise violence ... But I believe that non-
violence is infinitely superior to violence, forgiveness is more manly than
punishment” "%,

111. III. Kinds of Satyagraha:

Gandhi always made use of the essential elements of Satvagraha such
as Hartal (strike), peaceful protesting, boycott, civil disobedience, etc. These
elements were carefully used by Gandhi with a sole purpose of recognition and
establishment of human rights. There are two main types of Satyagrahas
trequently used by Gandhi through which we can determine the recognition of
human rights elements are:

I1L II1. 1. Non-Cooperation Movement (1919 — 21):

Every political party survives only if its subjects co-operate with itself. If
there is no public support the government can become powerless. This had been
already realized by Gandhi and he started using it first against the British
Government in South Africa and then he continwed using it in India with a great
success. Gandhi’s non-cooperation movement included his following actions’:

a) Surrender of all titles of honour and honorary offices.

b) Non-participation in government loans.

¢) Boycott of law courts.

d) Boycott of government schools and colleges.

¢) Boycott of legislative councils.

f) Withdrawal from government services.

g) Withdrawal of men from the army and police.

While dealing with these movements, Gandhi had also taken up certain human
rights issues such as: '

a) He instilled in the people a feeling of self-dignity and convinced them
to understand that the real power is with them and if they stop co-
operating with the British rulers, they will lose the strength and hence
it will automatically cease to be their ruler,

b) He insisted on fighting the British rule with unity amongst all the religious
communities so that there would be respect for all religious beliefs.

¢) He insisted that the movement to be continued without resorting to
violence so that there was no infringement upon human rights of others.

One of the greatest achievements of this movement was that it had
brought about Hindu-Muslim unity.

13 The collected works of Mahatma Gandhi, op. cit., No. 2, p.134.
14 Mehra Shweta, op.cit. no.5, p.83.
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cultures that will last for a long time to come. Gandhi is revered for his extraordinary
love for truth and non-violence. He believed in honesty and fair dealings in his
profession. He never meant to achieve freedom or political rights in isolation of
human rights. Rather his aim was to achieve human rights through political rights.
He always dreamt of equal rights for all and without prejudice to caste, creed,
religion, race, or sex. The modern world in general and Modem India in particular
owes a lot to the ideas and concepts propounded by Mahatma Gandhi. His
resolutions formed the fertile ground on which the seeds of civil liberties and
rights were germinated.
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