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NON VIOLENCE : NEED OF THE HOUR

Poonam Rana*

Abstract The 20th Century was the most violent period in human
history. The civilization which the developed countries of the world are
cherishing and undeveloped countries are aping, has not only outlived
its utility, but is threatening the very existence of future humanity.
Excessive reliance on materialism, science, heavy industries, city-life,
consumerism, in short material welfare and neglect of self-restraint,
religion, morality, spirituality i.e. the development of inner man has
posed enormous problems before humankind. More people have suffered

and have been killed by organized violence than any other time before.

Gandhi took the challenge of modern man and his predicament in the
very beginning of this century and over lifetime of thought and action
evolved an alternative vision of a new culture and civilization based on
the two fundamental principles of life-Truth and Non Violence. For
Gandhi, the concept of non-violence is not a negative concept, but it is a
positive approach to 'Life’. Gandhi’s ideas and techniques suggest a way
out to make this world a better place to live. He advocated nonviolence
not because it offered an easy way out, but because he considered
violence crude and in the long run, an ineffective weapon. They are
completely relevant today and will remain so in future as well. Gandhi

reminded is that non-violence cannot be preached, it has to be practiced.

*Department of Gandhian and Peace Studies, Panjab University,Chandigarh.
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Introduction

The Buddhist Scripture, Saddharma Pundarika Sutra,
contains the ancient predictive warning of Sakyamuni: ‘At the Kalpa’s
end, all sentient beings will have to face the threat of annihilative
conflagration spreading all over this earth....” What the Enlightened one
visualized more than two thousand-five- hundred years ago has become
a reality. Never before in world history, humanity faced such an acute
crisis as is facing today. The memory of horrors of the nuclear holocaust
already experienced in Hiroshima and Nagasaki has reduced people to a
state of helplessness and hopelessness. Nuclear war need now happen
only once to demolish all civilization and wreak devastation on a scale
unequaled by the cumulative destruction caused by all previous wars in
history, rendering this planet uninhabitable for any form of life. Yet
nuclear disarmament is not an easy task. A global nuclear was would
mean not only an end of our civilization but perhaps to mankind itself.

The civilization which the developed countries of the world
are cherishing and undeveloped countries are aping, has not only
outlived 1its utility, but is threatening the very existence of future
humanity. Excessive reliance on materialism, science, heavy industries,
city-life, consumerism, in short material welfare and neglect of self-
restraint, religion, morality, spirituality i.e. the development of inner
man has posed enormous problems before humankind. Indiscriminate
“rape of the earth”, environmental pollution, ecological imbalances,

growing unemployment, mutual suspicion, self-alienation, drug
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addiction, insanity, in short all- round peacelessness are its by-products.
If it 1s to continue, none can rescue this world from its self-destruction.

The 20th Century was the most violent period in human
history. More people have suffered and have been killed by organized
violence than any other time before. The wars, the genocides, the
weapons of mass destruction have created such an enormous mass
misery and agony that such an enormous mass misery and agony that it
is difficult to find any trace of hope. Therefore, Gandhi's teaching of
non-violence is most relevant today. This is the reason why amidst
report of increasing teenage violence across the United States, a bill has
been introduced in the New Jersy Assembly seeking to include Mahatma
Gandhi's teachings of non-violence in school curriculum. Teaching of
Gandhi is not only relevant but also the only alternative. If we follow
Gandhi's principle, then this century will be the century of peace.

Man has throughout history cherished peace-the scriptures
speak of world peace and of entire humanity as one family. In India
things were rather different, because our state-craft, our polity or
systems of government, from the very early times, were based on the
recognition of the supremacy of the human spirit. And, though force was
used from time to time as necessary, there was a general abhorrence of
violence which was due perhaps to the Buddha and his message of non-
violence. We then had Asoka here, the first and really the only great
ruler of a large area who adopted non-violence as a mean of statecraft

and abjured was as an instrument of policy. Something on similar lines
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was in the making in the time of Akbar also, but the attempt fell victim
to the fanaticism and intolerance of the Great Mughul’s successors.

India reverted to this idea of abjuring violence and force in
politics and statecraft in an even more significant way in our own time.
Mahatma Gandhi introduced his personal creed of non-violence into
India’s political life once again by making it the instrument of India’s
struggle for freedom against a mighty empire and his success generated
a world-wide impact. Mahatma Gandhi and non-violence have become
integral to each other and one cannot think of Gandhi non- violence and
non-violence without Gandhi in our own times.

Gandhi took the challenge of modern man and his
predicament in the very beginning of this century and over lifetime of
thought and action evolved an alternative vision of a new culture and
civilization based on the two fundamental principles of life-Truth and
Non Violence. G. Ramchandran, a close associate and interpreter of
Gandhi, once said about Gandhi’s non-violence: “In Gandhi’s mind,
truth incarnates as love, and love translates itself into action and
incarnates as non-violence. It was strong as steel, flexible but
unbreakable”. As could be seen, Gandhi’s thoughts and actions were
indivisible and he himself said in his autobiography: “What I want to
achieve — what I have been striving and pining to achieve these thirty
years — 1s self-realization, to see God face to face”. Gandhi’s concept of
non-violence was not based on any theoretical assumption. It was

composite and total. He lived every inch of what he professed and he
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had the courage to describe his life, “My life is My Message” Gandhi
said, “I am not a visionary. I claim to be a practical idealist. The religion
of nonviolence is not meant only for the Rishis and Saints, it is meant for
the common people as well. Nonviolence is the law of our species but
violence is the law of the brute. The spirit lies dormant in the brute and
knows no law”. Gandhi’s was the first experiment of systematic
nonviolent resistance in the social sphere and the emphasis that he used
were in conformity with his vision that all men are equal and
confrontation and ill-will should give place to understanding and
harmony. The guiding principle of the Gandhian nonviolence is its all-
pervading concern for the balance in nature.6 Gandhi gave a new
dimension to Ahimsa (non-violence). The highest, natural and eternal
human value, in theory and practice. As the best and true representative
of Indian culture in his own time, Gandhi’s ideas and practices proved to
be guiding force for people of many countries of the world. They can
guide the people today and in the times to come. For Gandhi, non-
violence is an active pure and all time value.

Gandhi emphasized that a non-violent person is not
completely indifferent or insensitive to violence or injustice; on the
contrary, he would resist it non-violently even at the cost of his own life.
According to Gandhi, the concept of non-violence is not a negative
concept, but it is a positive approach to 'Life'.7 When an Indian was
beaten to death in South Africa during anti-Lynch law agitation, Gandhi
remarked, “It is a sad event, nevertheless I feel happy. A Satyagrahi
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must always be ready to die with a smile on his face without retaliation
and without rancor in his heart.” Thus, non-violence should not be
confused with inaction indifference and much less with cowardice. That
is how Gandhi had remarked that he would rather risk the use of force a
thousand times than let his people lose their manhood. There is no place
for secrecy in the non-violent resistance movement. Secrecy and
conspiracy are signs of ill-will and fear and thus could be associated
only with the methods of violent movements. It is because of this that
before launching his violent mass-movements Gandhi informed the head
of the Government about the intention and imminent plan. Non-violence
1s a moral virtue which envisages love for all and in it there is no room
for hate or jealously towards any one. A truly non-violent person has to
make a clear cut distinction between evil and the evil does, “for hate 1s
the sub-heist form of violence”.

Gandhi’s non-violence envisaged a very wide scope and had
no discriminatory trait. Through he was a Hindu and was rooted in his
cultural heritage he let the windows of his mind open for other
influenced to come in. If on the one hand he was influenced by the Gita
and the Upanishads, the ‘Sermon on the mount’ equally filled his whole
being. Throughout his Satyagraha campaign in South Africa, he was
under the influence of Tolstoy’s “The Kingdom of God is within you”
and this influence remained throughout his life.

For Gandhi non-violence was a spiritual virtue and he saw no

opposition between Indian nationalism and universal humanism. Non-
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violence was not a commodity to be consumed only in India but had an
International significance as it aims at the welfare of all (Sarvab-huta-
hituya). It does not aim at the realization of the maximum good of the
maximum number or at the good of any one nation the other but at
bringing into existence a human world in which there would be no
conflicts, no wars, no hatred, no jealousy, no discrimination and no
injustice.

Mahatma Gandhi had mastered the art and science of going
to the root causes of human problems and, therefore, his prescriptions
always differed radically from the commonly accepted ones. This is very
much true of his approach to the problem under consideration: that on
non-violence. We are well acquainted with the reality of those inevitable
struggles and problems, which constantly emerge in human-world in all
walks of life and at different leaves. We also need to accept the reality of
their resolution by ourselves. By doing so in the twenty first century if
we are honestly ready to sacrifice, as sacrifice is a must in the Gandhian
way, and with it go ahead, without a doubt we would come upon
wonderful results.

Gandhi’s i1deas and techniques suggest a way out to make this
world a better place to live. He advocated nonviolence not because it
offered an easy way out, but because he considered violence crude and
in the long run, an ineffective weapon. His rejection of violence
stemmed from choice, not from necessity. Horace Alexander who knew

Gandhi and saw him in action, graphically describes the attitude of the
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non-violent resister to his opponent: “On your side you have all the
mighty forces of the modern state, arms, money, a controlled press, and
all the rest. On my side, I have nothing but my conviction of right and
truth, the unquenchable spirit of man, who is prepared to die for his
convictions than submit to your brute force. I have my comrades in
harmlessness. Here we stand; and here if need be, we fall.” Far from
being a craven retreat from difficulty and danger, nonviolent resistance
demands courage of a high order, the courage to resist injustice without
rancor, to unite the utmost firmness with the utmost gentleness, to invite
suffering but not to inflict it, to die but not to kill. Gandhi did not make
the facile division of mankind into “good” and “bad”. He was convinced
that every human being even the “enemy” had a kernel of decency: there
were only evil acts, no wholly evil men.

There is a need to adopt Gandhi’s idea of non-violence in
daily practices as per the demand of time and space. And while doing so,
there is a need to introspect that without firm determination, strong will,
no concrete result could be possible. Only by doing so, the significance
and importance of Gandhi’s ideas in the new world can be perceived.
One may be skeptical about the success of the non-violence as a method
of resistance and reform in the present times, yet it is generally admitted
that the method of moral force, which implies the qualities of self-
sacrifice, fearlessness and courage, is a commendable method. And if it
i1s conceded that war is inevitable — whatever be the theory of war, it

may be the theory of sin, theory of instinct, theory of the universal law
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of conflict and immanent dialectics etc. - then the relevance of the
concept of non-violence would also remain eternal.

Now the choice is ours, whether we want to see future only in
dreams or we want to see it in reality. If we are going to follow the
violent methods blindfoldly, than the humankind will not survive and the
end of world would be very near. So we have to decide about our
approach right now otherwise we will not be able to save our kith’s and
kins. Let us try to establish peace in our own place through Satyagraha
for justice in our own area. Difficult though it is, it should not be
impossible. We have to pursue non-violence with pure motives as any
trace of injustice in our motives can beget violence .Only such honesty
and purity can promote non-violence as any dishonesty is injustice to the
other and any injustice is sure prescription for violence.

We must distance ourselves from all unjust power structures
to practice non-violence. Once we are sucked into blast of power, we
can never liberate ourselves from it. That is why Gandhiji, with all his
prestige kept his distance from state power after liberation of India from
the British rule. How he gave near state power, he would have done was
his streak of anarchy which saved him from testing the fruit of forbidden
tree. He thus retained his paradise of peace and non-violence.

As we come to the close of the century we come to realize
that the Gandhian viewpoint of non-violent human transformation finds
recognition with a considerable number of social activists, freedom

fighters, human rights activists, scholars and political leaders. Gandhi

62



Intellectual Quest ISSN 2349-1949 | Vol-1, 2014

ideas based on non-violence are entirely important in the new world.
They are completely significant today and will remain so in future as
well. Non-violence cannot be preached, it has to be practiced. The
humanity has already suffered the dunk of modern civilization, war and
therefore, it has lost its credibility. Hope lies in Gandhi philosophy and
India. Gandhi believed that “the world of tomorrow will be, must be a
society based on non-violence”. Let us conclude with the lines of Arnold
Toynbee, “It is becoming clear that a chapter which had western
beginning will have an Indian ending, if it is not to end in the self-

destruction of the human race”.
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