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Introduction.

Nine-eleven 2001 came as a deep shock to those who have dedicated 
their lives to peace.  Whether or not we lost a loved one in that 
explosion of  hatred (as I did), violence challenges our faith and adds 
an extra dimension of  grief  for those who feel most poignantly 
the futility of  violence.  1,500 years ago, in response to a similar 
crisis, St. Augustine declared his faith that the search for peace is 
embedded in human nature.  Whether we’re aware of  it or not, 
he said, our deepest desire is “to seek fellowship and as far as we 
possibly can, peace with every man” and woman — and all that 
lives.  But those of  us who work for peace are perhaps more aware 
of  this desire and feel violations of  it all the more deeply, for we not 
only long for but believe in peace – believe that it is possible even 
in our time. 
 And we have reason to.  By a strange coincidence it was 
exactly a century ago, on September 11th, 1906, that Mahatma 
Gandhi launched a new way of  waging conflict that many believe 
can lead humanity from the mire of  hatred in which we seem to be 
bogged down out into the clear land of  peace.  These two 9/11s, 

Injustice anywhere is a threat
to justice everywhere. I  will not stand idly by when I 

see an unjust war taking place.  
    -- Martin Luther King, Jr.
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the one freshly smarting and the other much less appreciated or 
understood (or in most cases, even remembered), seem like signposts 
for two paths that can be taken by the human race.  Our added 
grief, therefore, does not open into the pit of  despair.  This booklet 
tells the story of  the older and more helpful 9/11: the story of  
Satyagraha.

The Word ‘Satyagraha’

While the method that Gandhi worked out was not new — he was 
the first to insist it was ‘as old as the hills’ — 
it fell to him to develop it systematically and 
apply it on a broad scale to social problems.  
As he later wrote, “That non-violence which 
only an individual can use is not of  much use 
in terms of  society. Man is a social being. His 
accomplishments to be of  use must be such 
as any person with sufficient diligence can 
attain.”1  It is a strange comment on human 
nature — or rather, human culture — that 
although peace is our deepest longing and 
using peace to influence others is ‘as old as the 
hills,’ the idea that returning love for hatred 
can make one’s adversary change his or her 
mind, not to mention that this can be done 
on a vast scale to redress ‘man’s inhumanity 
to man,’ was so unfamiliar in 1906 that there 
was not even a word for this kind of  power.  
So when Gandhi began organizing the disenfranchised Indians of  
South Africa to resist further encroachments on their rights and 
dignity by the white colonials, many compared it to the suffrage 
movements underway in England and applied the phrase from that 
movement, “passive resistance,” to Gandhi’s experiment; but as he 
had to point out often, there is nothing passive about his method 
and it was not confined to resistance!  A contest was arranged and 
eventually a word for the ‘new’ method was coined: Satyagraha.  
�. Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi online (henceforth CWMG) vol. 98: 6 December, 
�947 – 30 January, �948: item 9.

Gandhi at his ashram 
Sevagram, 1945.
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Satyagraha (pronounced sat-
YAH-graha) literally means ‘clinging 
to truth,’ and that was exactly how 
Gandhi understood it: clinging to the 
truth that we are all one under the 
skin, that there is no such thing as a 
‘win/lose’ confrontation because all our 
important interests are really the same, 
that consciously or not every single 
person wants unity and peace with 
every other.  The principle, or method, 
he called Satyagraha is often gotten 
into English as ‘soul force,’ because 
that unity to which we can appeal is 
more of  the inner person than of  the 
body or outward appearances.  Martin 
Luther King, Jr. would simply, and quite 

correctly, call it ‘love in action.’  Today when we use the word 
Satyagraha we sometimes mean that general principle, the fact that 
love is stronger than hate (and we can learn to use it to overcome 
hate), and sometimes we mean more specifically active resistance 
by a repressed group; sometimes, even more specifically, we apply 
the term to a given movement, e.g. the ‘Salt Satyagraha’ of  1930 or 
the ‘seed satyagraha’ in which today’s Indian farmers are resisting 
the appropriation of  nature and commoditization of  seeds by 
global corporations.  On the first, most general level, it is often 
the equivalent of  nonviolence (usually spelled without the hyphen 
today) or soul force.2  I will use ‘Satyagraha’ on all these levels in 
this booklet.

Satyagraha, whose seemingly endless applications we have 
only begun to explore, would seem to hold out a great hope for 
the future of  humanity.  We human beings will never cease to have 
differences — fortunately, because our differences are part of  what 
makes us human.  We will never cease to have different opinions, 
and probably never cease to perceive that our own interests are 
at odds with those of  others.  But there is no reason that these 
�. For more on these terms see my The Search for a Nonviolent Future (Maui, HI: Inner 
Ocean, �00�), esp. Chapter Two.

                    
            . . . clinging 
to the truth that 

we are all one 
under the skin, 

that there is no such 
thing as a ‘win/lose’ 

confrontation because 
all our important 

interests are really the 
same, that consciously 

or not every single 
person wants unity 

and peace with every 
other. 

www.gandhimedia.org
www.gandhimedia.org



8

differences must deepen into enmities that finally cause explosions 
of  anger as they did that terrible morning five years ago.  If  we 
stay on that path, our future is indeed bleak.  If  we even live to see 
one.  

This is why it is so important that we realize that humanity 
has a double legacy, which is strangely symbolized in two 9-11s. 
The century that gave us both Gandhi and Hilter gave us a crucial 
choice, if we become aware of  the power that was launched on 
September 11, 1906.  Whatever we remember – the stories we 
choose to tell ourselves about our past – will have a determining 
influence on who we become.  If  we do not remember the ‘other’ 
9/11 we will be doomed to relive the violence of  2001.  But if  we 
do remember it we can put the more recent tragedy in context.  In 
that context the tragedy becomes greater, but in a strange way 
more endurable, for seeing the alternative to violence shows both 
the urgency and the possibility of  laying it finally to rest.  If  we 
remember this, then ‘9/11’ can become for the whole world what it 
has been for peace scholars and activists, not just a nightmare but 
a wakeup call.

Salt March 1930
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The Story.

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi landed in Durban, South Africa in 
May of  1893.  No one, least of  all himself, would have guessed that 
one day he would be known to the world as Mahatma, or ‘great soul.’ 
In fact, at age 24, he was basically a failure.  He had failed to make a 
go of  law practice in India – indeed on one painful occasion he had 
lacked the nerve to open his mouth in court.  So he jumped at the 
chance to take up what was little more than a clerkship with a large 
Muslim firm based in Durban.  Most of  the world knows, thanks to 
Richard Attenborough’s film Gandhi, how he was unceremoniously 
thrown out of  the train for riding first class, even though he had a 
ticket, in the mountains between Durban and Pretoria.  This event, 
only a week after his arrival in South Africa, precipitated the crisis 
that would make him a leader who would finally “impress his spirit 
and personality [on his countrymen] to a degree which has no 
parallel in recent history.”  This is the testimony of  Jan Christian 
Smuts, soon to become Gandhi’s great rival, who after struggling 
against him for many years would come to feel that he was “not 
worthy to stand in the shoes of  so great a man” as Gandhi.3

3. Mahatma Gandhi: Reflections on his Life and Work (Bombay: Jaico, �956-�995),p.��6

The test of jihad lies in the willingness
to suffer, not in the practice of warfare.

    -- the Qur’an
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 Many people before and since have been insulted in their 
basic humanity as Gandhi was on that day, but for some reason it 
became for him “the most creative night of  his life.” As he reports 
in his autobiography, My Experiments with Truth, he spent the 
night on the mountain station of  Pietermaritzburg shivering with 
cold and struggling much more intensely with his reaction to the 

insult.  Caught between two 
impulses, he followed neither.  
He vowed he would neither 
run back to India nor stay 
(he was a lawyer, after all) 
and call the railway company 
to account for their offense. 
These two choices define the 
way most of  us respond to 
such an affront, or any threat; 
but in Gandhi, the rage and 
humiliation were forced, as 
it were, to seek a different, 
more creative channel when 
he turned back on both these 
‘fight or flight’ responses.  It 
is as though he left himself  
only one option: to turn 
his attention — his anger 

— to the much larger questions of  racial prejudice, injustice and 
exploitation not only he but all his fellow Indians endured at the 
hands of  European colonists.  It is instructive to look back today 
at that historic struggle because, as the Compassionate Buddha 
said, “people are often inconsiderate;” countless thousands have 
gone through the same emotions, in their own way and on their 
own scale, in the face of  the injustices that still disfigure human 
relationships.

Here is one interesting feature that illustrates the many 
contrasts in Gandhi’s unique approach: back in India he would 
never again travel first class, though entire wagons would be put 
at his disposal.  In 1930, at the climax of  the freedom struggle, he 

Gandhi (center) with his secretary, Miss Schlesin, 
and his colleague Mr. Polak in front of his Law 

Office, South Africa, 1913
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