


POL 3013: SOUTH AFRICAN POLITICAL THOUGHT
LECTURE 14: THE ORIGINS OF SATYAGRAHA

1..Civilization and the route to racial freedom: In his account of debates within the Indian community about the stance they should take on the South African War, Gandhi defends his faith in the British Empire. He thought the Empire would live up to its promise to uphold the rights of Indians, if Indians showed their loyalty to their Empire through such initiatives as the Indian Ambulance Corps. Why did he maintain this faith, which was so frequently betrayed? One way to understand it is on the basis of the prevalent liberal idea of the route to freedom and political rights for African and Asian subjects of colonial rule. Liberals (such as J.S. Mill, quoted in my paper on Gandhi in SA, pp. 4-5) held that colonial rule was justified as a means of guiding Africans and Asians to civilization, at which point they would be able to rule themselves. This idea was influential in movements to resist racial supremacy and colonial rule in South Africa and around the world.

2. “India’s honour is in our keeping”: Gandhi describes the proposed Asiatic Law Amendment Ordinance, initiated by the British government of the Transvaal Colony (the renamed republic). It required that all Indians register as residents of the Transvaal and carry their certificate of registration with them at all times and made failure to produce this certificate on demand a criminal offence, punishable with fines, imprisonment or deportation. Gandhi emphasizes the blow inflicted on the status of Indians rather than the effects of the legislation in controlling Indian labour, mobility, etc. He resents Lionel Curtis’s refusal to seek registration through mutual agreement (pp. 130-31), stresses the harm done to “free men” rather than indentured servants (p. 137), and describes the legislation as a humiliation to which South African Indians must response by defending the honour of India (p. 138).

3. “Our existence in South Africa depends upon us fully observing this resolution”: Gandhi was involved in calling the meeting of 11 September 1906 at which the proposed legislation was to be discussed. The idea which gives rise to the strategy of satyagraha, according to Gandhi, was Sheth Haji Habib’s proposal that the meeting pass a resolution not to obey the ordinance “with God as witness” (p. 141). Gandhi explains the gravity of this proposal, presenting it as an entirely new departure for Indian politics, on which “our existence in South Africa depends” (p. 143; cf. p. 97, where Indian existence in SA depends on their being British subjects). This is because breaking an oath made before God results in forfeiting one’s “manhood” (p. 144).

4. Satyagraha as a new route to equal rights: We can understand Gandhi’s argument as proposing a new test of the level of development of the Indian resisters. On the one hand, it accepts the idea that there is a given path of human development (perhaps not always called civilization, but not in conflict with it) which leads to readiness for political rights. On the other, it implicitly rejects the idea that the British (or whichever other global ruling class) can set the criteria for who has reached that point, and decide when they are to be tested. Satyagraha allows colonized people to put themselves to the test, to develop their moral capacities through willing self-sacrifice in the cause of justice, and thus demonstrate their readiness for inclusion in the rights of citizenship. 

5. Assessment: Did this strategy work? It depends on which of its aims you use to judge it. Gandhi won some reforms in South Africa, and created a movement—mainly among working-class Indians, rather than merchants, etc. But he came to develop a far-reaching critique of Western (or modern) civilization a few years later (in Hind Swaraj, 1909), which he saw as a major obstacle to his fundamental aims of truth and nonviolence.
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