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Taking many forms over time, the non-violence principle has inspired many great people to act out in ways that have bettered humanity. Yet to many, they remain unconvinced that it is anything more than an idea, not a practical solution for social change. How is this possible when the achievements made through Gandhi’s shortened lifetime, and his many followers are left unparalleled? In this time of conflict, non-violence can no longer be regarded as the impractical ravings of utopianism, but only as a tried and proven method for achieving social-political change. Using different historical examples of non-violence I will show its ability to liberate the oppressed. Then I will use Martin Buber’s original response to Gandhi to demonstrate an instance where non-violence was questioned as an effective solution to fight injustice. Finally I will show that modern forms of non-violence; Satyagraha and Civil Disobedience, are always the best forms of “force” to use when confronting times of crisis and social upheaval.

Some of the earliest mentions of non-violence surface in popular religion. Passive resistance was the orthodox English term used to describe Christian martyrs. Just as pacifism carries the notion of passivity, passive resistance carries a “weapon of the weak” stigma. In other words, it does not rely on a principled rejection of violence from a position of moral strength. Professor Walter Wink noted that much of the teachings of Jesus Christ are rooted in the advocacy of non-violence, but have often been misinterpreted.
 
In the ancient Hindu scriptures; mostly the Upanishads (800 BC), “Ahimsa” played an important role in delivering someone from the restrains of the physical world and rebirth. This liberation, called “Moksha” could be attained by living a virtuous life of non-violence (ahimsa), and love. 

The Chhandogya Upanishad says:

He who concentrates all his senses in the self, he who is harmless towards all creatures except at holy places, he who behaves thus throughout his life, reaches the Brahma world, does not return hither again, yea, he does not return hither again.

Unlike Greeks and Romans who worshipped philosophy and law, the ancient Hindus believed in a religious life where the comforts and riches of the world could never satisfy the human mind. Mohandas K. Gandhi liberated a more contemporary India from the sanctions of England armed with nothing but non-violent resistance and a great love for his country. Named “Mahatma” for great spirit, he was viewed by his people as someone who lived a complete life that transcended the limits of the physical being. He considered himself a moralist, or practical idealist with a strong devotion to the Bhagavad-Gita, (the last contribution of the Vedic scriptures). Through his marriage to religion, politics, and law he introduced what he called “Satyagraha” or truth-force to initiate non-violent political reform, where ahimsa is employed to find truth (the spirit) and ultimately God. 

Nevertheless ahimsa is the means; Truth is the end. Means to be means must always be within our reach, and so ahimsa is our supreme duty. If we take care of the means we are bound to reach the end sooner or later. When once we have grasped this point, final victory is beyond question. Whatever difficulties we encounter, whatever apparent reverses we sustain, we may not give up the quest for truth, which alone is being God Himself.

Through Gandhi ahimsa took the form of Satyagraha to compensate for changing times where religion no longer played as crucial a role. Instead of helping Hindus achieve moksha or liberation from their bodies it was helping liberate Muslims and Hindus alike from oppressive British colonialism. Nonetheless it was still the same being given a different voice.  

Gandhi was strongly opposed to the violence and wicked ways of the west. In 1904, after reading Ruskin's Unto This Last, a critique of capitalism, he set up several farms or ashrams where he and his friends could live off the land. Six years later he named another, Tolstoy Farm, after the Russian writer and moralist, whom Gandhi admired. To deter western centralization he employed Gram Swaraj (village self rule) where every village could be fully independent and provide for itself.
Will America, England and the other great nations of the West continue to exploit the so-called weaker or uncivilized races and hope to attain peace that the whole world is pinning for? Or will Americans continue to prey upon one another, have commercial rivalries and yet expect to dictate peace to the world?

Not till the spirit is changed can the form be altered. The form is merely an expression of the spirit within. We may succeed in seemingly altering the form, but the alteration will be a mere make-believe if the spirit within remains unalterable. A white sepulcher still conceals beneath it the rotting flesh and bone.

Gandhi was a deconstructionalist in a sense. He believed that one must look deep within the cogwheels of the organism itself and fix the means before pursuing the ends.

He also shows optimism for the capitalism he abhors in the sense that the “war spirit” of the west he is referring to is one that can be discarded for non-violence. The means of democracy should be adjusted accordingly to fit and justify the ends. Only one such as Gandhi; a politician with great spiritual wisdom, is able to provide us with this kind of insight.

Another challenge in Gandhi’s life was addressing the Jewish problem in Palestine and Germany, which wasn’t an easy task given the nature of the issue. It was his belief that Satyagraha prevails, that it can be practiced in any situation, even with the oppressed Jews who should voluntarily march into the face of fear, and death. 

But if the Jewish mind could be prepared for voluntary suffering, even the massacre I have imagined could be turned into a day of thanksgiving and joy that Jehovah had wrought deliverance of the race even at the hands of the tyrant. For to the god fearing, death has no terror. It is a joyful sleep to be followed by a waking that would be all the more refreshing for the long sleep.

Was Gandhi suggesting voluntary genocide? As Jesus used voluntary persecution, he was suggesting the Jews of Germany should allow themselves to be crucified before all in hopes that their death would expose the injustice of their oppressors, thus spreading the use of non-violence. Gandhi’s well-intentioned yet almost cold and unsympathetic advice to basically just “die” was too much pride for the Jews to swallow. This, along with the distinct parallels Gandhi made between the Jewish conflicts and the Indian situations at home, infuriated the response of Jewish philosopher and pacifist Martin Buber. Buber writes that Satyagraha has already been used but…

“An effective stand may be taken in the form of non-violence against unfeeling human beings in the hope of gradually bringing them thereby to their senses; but a diabolic universal steamroller can-not thus be withstood.

Buber forces us to ask, “when is violence justified?” that there are no parallels to be drawn. But Gandhi insisted that any violence in this situation really had no effect either than prolonging the hate. The Jews have had a long history of non-violence using Jesus as the prime example, why ruin that reputation? One cannot forget Gandhi’s reminder that:

"Non-violence is the law of our species as violence is the law of the brute. The spirit lies dormant in the brute and he knows no law but that of physical might. The dignity of man requires obedience to a higher law - to the strength of the spirit"

If any religious man, even a pacifist such as Martin Buber, still grapples with spiritual matters then one can learn to appreciate this principle. That non-violence is not a weapon of the weak, but triumph of the spirit over matter, while violence is a reaction of those restricted by the physical, the unspiritual. Just as troops must prepare for war Satyagrahis must prepare for purification and strengthening of the will in hopes to bring out the goodness of their opponents. Gandhi said, “We seem to need violence because we seem to think that we are but a lump of flesh”
. It is difficult not to sympathize with Buber and the desperate cries of his people for their sacred land, but after some sixty years since his address the fighting still continues and only reaffirms Gandhi’s non-violent stance. 

Although Gandhi’s letter is somewhat ignorant to the Jewish situation (by attempting to draw parallels), it is nonetheless an attempt to relate and assist the Jewish Palestine / Nazi problem. India’s revolution, or any for that matter is incomparable but his point still stands that Satyagraha is transcendent no matter how oppressive or evil the tyrant. Violence perpetuates violence even in the most hopeless of situations, when non-violent resistance can expose the injustice, and spread the integrative, desegregating wings of love and peace.

Ahimsa would later take on a new form in America. “Civil Disobedience”, a term coined in 1849 by an American author Henri David Thoreau inspired Gandhi, and eventually the son of a Baptist minister, Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. In his fight to win civil rights for the black people of America, Luther King would adapt this principle and was incessant in his efforts to promote its use among his people. Like Gandhi’s Satyagraha, it is also described as the introduction of truth and gentleness in the political forum to “breach unmoral statutory enactments”
. When black students began “sit-ins” at white-only lunch counters, and Rosa Parks was voluntarily arrested for refusing to move to the back of a Montgomery bus, a wave of events and debate were set off of which Martin Luther King would be chosen to lead the way. He understood that “freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor”
, and that there are several essential steps in any nonviolent campaign for demanding justice. 

(1) collection of the facts to determine if injustices are alive

(2) negotiation
(3) self purification
(4) direct action
So began the famous black boycott of Montgomery community busses. This captured the attention of the national media who followed his progress, which is an instantly recognizable form of Gandhian ethics where the injustices of the oppressors must be exposed.

Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and establish such creative tension that a community that has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks to dramatasize the issue so that it can no longer be ignored.

When Kings home was bombed, blacks started reaching for their guns, and King had to convince his following to re-channel their energy and meet hate with love. If one gun were fired, it would go against everything they had fought for. They met success after 381 days of boycotting public transportation when the country deemed it unconstitutional to segregate blacks in America.

Why will Satyagraha and Civil Disobedience always be a more effective practice in comparison to violent force? One might notice that the two predominant figures of non-violence were both very religious men who relied on the “sword of the spirit” to drive their cause. Martin Luther King, who always had a way with words called Jesus “an extremist in love”
, a description he always tried to live up to as a leader of his people. Throughout his work he often refers to what is known as the Christian or Greek “agape”, which is professed as selfless, undying love that is not limited to romantic, emotional bosh.
 It is this love that Jesus talks of when he said, “love your enemies”. Through this understanding he is able to neutralize the enemy, without mirroring his actions. Satyagrahis prepare themselves to bear the anger and hatred of their oppressors to end the cycle of hate in hopes that love will triumph. Love is the underlying theme that animates these men and reminds us that power alone is useless, unless it coexists with a heart on fire. The following is an excerpt from Martin Luther King’s 1967 presidential address to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference:  
It was this same misinterpretation, which induced Christian theologians to reject Nitzschean philosophy of the will to power in the name of the Christian idea of love. Now we’ve got to get this thing right. What is needed is a realization that power without love is reckless and abusive, and love without power is sentimental and anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice.

Despite the assassinations of Gandhi and King, we can now see that the practices they openly preached; truth, nonviolence and love, changed the quality of our lives forever. 

Throughout our studies we have analyzed many minds, but few were able to materialize their beliefs in the world the way people of the non-violent movement have. If faith in nonviolence needs a reminder we only need to look at the examples of Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, and Martin Luther King, and how a lack of such role models in society might contribute to the tyranny, and oppression that haunts us to this day.
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