Centenary of Satyagraha 
1906-2006

Significance and Programme

Hi,

You are invited to apply to participate in any of the programmes outlined below, to help us with any of the programmes or organize your own programmes and keep in touch with us so that we can share information.  

We look forward to hearing from you.  

Historic Background

The year 1906 was a significant year in the life of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, a young lawyer, 37 years of age, in South Africa.  He arrived in 1893 and his transformation began through a multitude of events culminating in some significant changes he decided to make to his life style.  

His first test was during the Bambatha uprising in 1906.  He led an ambulance corps to assist the wounded but soon realized that what the white government called a rebellion was in fact a cruel attempt at genocide or at best punishment to an unarmed people.   He wrote in his autobiography,  

The Zulu “rebellion” was full of new experiences and gave me much food for thought.  The Boer War had not brought home to me  the horrors of war with anything like the vividness that the “rebellion” did.  This was no war but a man-hunt,…To hear every morning reports of the soldiers’ rifles exploding like crackers in innocent Hamlets, and to live in the midst of them was a trial.  But I swallowed the bitter draught, especially as the work of my Corps consisted only in nursing the wounded Zulus.  I could see that but for us the Zulus would have been uncared for.  This work, therefore , eased my conscience.

In a word, I could not live both after the flesh and the spirit.  On the present occasion, for instance, I should not have been able to throw myself into the fray, had my wife been expecting a baby.  Without the observance of brahmacharya service of the family would be inconsistent with service of the community.  …Man is man because he is capable of, and only so far as he exercises, self-restraint.”   

This therefore was the turning point in his life.  A time when he made the conscious decision to throw himself body and soul into the service of humanity.    

But it is on 11 September 2006 (9/11) that South Africa in particular and the world in general will be observing the centenary of the birth of Satyagraha.  It all started at the Empire Theatre in Johannesburg when at a meeting convened by Mahatma Gandhi who lived in South Africa for 21 years and during this period transformed from a young lawyer to a Great soul- the Mahatma,  that Satyagraha or non-violent action was born.  South Africa must claim that important legacy.  

In opposition to a proposed new legislation in 1906 imposing pass laws on the Indian community in South Africa, (some of who had already been in the country since 1860) Mahatma Gandhi and his colleagues in the Congress movement mobilised the community to oppose this Bill.  Accordingly a mass meeting was convened at the Empire Theatre in Johannesburg on 11.9.1906.  Gandhiji writes about that day,  

“The old Empire Theatre was packed from floor to ceiling.  I could read in every face the expectation of something strange to be done or happen.  Mr Abdul Gani, Chairman of  the Transvaal British Indian Association, presided.  He was one of the oldest  Indian residents of the Transvaal and partner and manager of the Johannesburg branch of the well-known firm of Mamad Kasam Kamrudin.  The most important among the resolutions passed by the meeting was the famous Fourth Resolution by which the Indians solemnly determined not to submit to the Ordinance in the event of its becoming law in the teeth of their opposition, and to suffer all the penalties attaching to such non-submission…The resolution was duly proposed and seconded and supported by several speakers one of whom was Sheth Haji Habib.  … He was deeply moved and went so far as to say that we must pass this resolution with God as witness and must never yield a cowardly submission to such degrading legislation.  He then went on solemnly to declare in the name of god that he would never submit to that law, and advised all present to do likewise.” 

Gandhiji then explained in detail the consequences that they may face if they supported  such a resolution, as he wanted people to understand fully what they were supporting.  He  goes on to write, 

“all present standing with upraised hands, took an oath with God as witness not to submit to the Ordinance…. I can never forget the scene.”   

Later he wrote, 

“None of us knew what name to give to our movement,.. a small prize was therefore offered in the Indian Opinion to be awarded to the reader who invented the best designation for our struggle.”   Thus the word Satyagraha was coined.   Gandhiji explains, “Truth (Satya) implies love, and firmness (agraha) engenders and therefore serves as a synonym for force….the Force which is born of Truth and love or nonviolence.” 

Since then the use of Satyagraha as a mode of opposition to oppression has been utilised by many leaders through out the length and breadth of the world.  Satyagraha has been recognised as the most formidable but also the best way of dealing with conflict whether in the home, in society or in International affairs.  More and more people are opting for non-violent solutions rather than the wanton destruction of violent action.  But at the same time in the world and in our country violence has increased and we need to take some systematic action to curb the violence.  

One way is to popularise the efficacy of nonviolence.   
Significance

· In 1906, at the age of 37,  after serving in the Bambatha uprising Gandhiji took a vow of celibacy and took a conscious decision to dedicate his life to service.  He was living at the Phoenix settlement at that time.

· On 11 September of the same year he called up a meeting  to oppose a legislation designed to introduce pass laws on the Asian community, in Johannesburg.  

· The meeting not only resolved but took an oath in the name of God not to submit to this law 

· This solemn pledge transformed the struggle from mere passive resistance to an active force

· Gandhiji advertised in the Indian Opinion for suggestions for a suitable name for this movement and the name Satyagraha emerged.

What is Satyagraha   

· Just as the word Ubuntu, Satyagraha has a meaning that cannot be described in one English word or sentence.    

· This powerful word maybe understood as:



Soul force, Pursuit of Truth or the Power of the 
Spirit.

· This term links Soul Force, Truth or power of the Spirit to Ahimsa or nonviolence through which conflicts can be effectively resolved and transformation can occur

·  Implicit in this concept is the belief that there is goodness in every individual.

Gandhiji Said


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… the doctrine came to mean vindication of Truth not by infliction of suffering on the opponent but on one’s self….In my opinion , the beauty and efficacy of Satyagraha are so great and the doctrine so simple that it can be preached even to children…Satyagraha in its essence is nothing but the introduction of truth and gentleness in the political, i.e. the national life.
Why is Satyagraha anniversary important?

· Satyagraha is a powerful tool which can be used in the home, in the community, in the country and internationally

· It provides the most significant and viable alternative to violence.

· Violence is destructive, Satyagraha is constructive

· We need the message of nonviolence now more than ever before.  

The Aim 

· To observe this centenary 

· to make  nonviolence a part of  the lives of people of South Africa and the World 

· to recognise it as the most powerful means to solve conflict whether in the home, in the community, in the country or internationally

Programme partners

· Community organisations 

· Tertiary institutions

· Government Departments 

Programmes  confirmed


March –2006

· On 8 March the World Conference On Religion and Peace (WCRP) organises a workshop to discuss safety of women in the home and in the workplace, and violence and HIV/AIDS.  This workshop will be discussing the issues facing women and look at the areas which need further research   

April

· On 2 April the Mahatma Gandhi Salt March Coordinating Committee will organise a 5/10/22 Km walk from Phoenix Settlement to the North Beach.  This event is aimed at raising awareness of the concept of Satyagraha and commitment to non-violence.  The aim is to get TV and sports stars and other leaders to commit to non-violence by coming and participating in the march.    

· This event will also involve international guests from the 8th World Conference on Injury prevention and Safety Promotion being held  at the ICC Durban.     

· On the 17 April the Satyagraha Centenary Celebration Committee –Phoenix will observe the culmination of a two month long promotion of nonviolence campaign, in a day long event at the Mariammen Temple.  

These events will be part of eThekweni Municipality’s programme of events     
May

· In May Satyagraha Management Committee together with schools will organise a speech contest on non-violence

·  A Satyagraha floating trophy will be launched 

· The Department of Education will be approached to partner in this project to make it an annual event.  

June

· In  June The Gandhi Development Trust plans to organise the presentation of the  Mahatma Gandhi International Award for Reconciliation and Peace.  The Trust has nominated  Hon Kofi Annan for the award this year.   This will be a one evening  event with a possible heritage tour on the next day.

July

· In July there will be an International Conference of Sociologists and here again the issue of Satyagraha will be discussed in a panel discussion.  There will also be lectures and seminars at various tertiary institutions where prominent speakers will be invited to speak on nonviolence.  
August

In August, the 50th anniversary of the women’s March will be celebrated.  Among the other events, WCRP will organise a conference  where a report back of work done after the women’s workshop held in March will be discussed and further plans made to enhance safety in the home, in the work place and to curb the spread of HIV/AIDS.  

September

· In September the Annual Gandhi Lecture will be presented, we are anticipating,  by Hon Sonia Gandhi President of All India Congress Party. 
· A conference on non-violence is planned from 11-13 September.   That is Monday to Wednesday.  We will also try to offer an organised tour to people if they wish to see Durban and its historic sites and if 
they wish to go to Johannesburg and Cape Town.  We will put together some cost implications for this and send it out to the participants.

· We ask for assistance on the following:

a. We are now calling for papers.  

b. We are looking for individuals in each country to help to coordinate the delegation  from that country so that the trip can be efficiently coordinated. This will help simplify the transportation from the airport to the hotels      

c. We are looking at the possibility of the following themes for the conference:

In this respect we are hoping to raise enough funds at this point in time to pay for accommodation and food but we will have difficulty in providing transportation to and from SA.  Unless we are successful in raising  more funds.    

Satyagraha is the most effective tool to deal with the multiplicity of problems being experienced eg. 

· International peace and the issues at stake 

· Internal stability and peace within countries 

· Issues of race class and gender conflicts 

· Status of women, children and minority groups and many other areas.  

There will be plenary sessions, there will be seminars there will be workshops and debates.  The final programme will depend on the submissions we receive. 

At the end of the conference, we will have a process where all participants will be able to 

meet in small groups and are guided and supported to commit to their own steps of nonviolent action in whatever arena they choose. 

· A ten days heritage tour to study S.A.’s legacy of nonviolence is being planned for participants in the conference so that after the conference they can tour the country and see some of the important heritage sites in South Africa   

October

·  On 2 October Gandhiji’s birth anniversary will be celebrated with an appropriate interfaith prayer service.

November

· An evaluation of the programmes will take place within South Africa to look at the way forward.

Cross cutting events

· Satyagraha will be producing a number of videos in collaboration with the Department of Education to give to schools as support material for lessons in  history and life skills

· Participative Development Initiative will pilot the video and the lessons and offer training to educators.  

· Other organisations will be encouraged to organise local programmes within their own  residential areas and within their own countries so that we can reach many more people.  

