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Gandhi’s Art of Non-violently Transforming “Evil”

“ Changing the world begins with changing yourself; you have to become the change you want to see in the world.” Mahatma Gandhi


The most Gandhi-like person I know is a very patient and gentle yogi who lives in New Delhi. When I told him I was preparing this lecture he wrote “Making an honest and sincere attempt to practice exactly what one preaches is not easy-- but Gandhi did it to near perfection; at the cost of enormous physical as well as mental hardship, he examined his life in light of his convictions with brutal honesty, and underwent enormous inner suffering whenever he found himself wanting. That can give much greater torture than giving up physical comforts voluntarily, in which he also went to an extreme.” 


Why was Gandhi so scrupulous? He himself said: “You have to become the change you want to see in the world.” Gandhi said that he thought Leo Tolstoy was the embodiment of truth in the age in which they lived: “Tolstoy’s greatest contribution to life lies, in my opinion, in his even attempting to reduce to practice his professions without counting the cost.”
 Gandhi said that reading Tolstoy’s writing “The Kingdom of God is Within You” changed his life, turning him from a votary of violence to an exponent of non-violence. 


This freely moving quality of inspiration is interesting in itself-- That an experience or idea is not fixed in one region of earth or one religious tradition but is contagious.  The flow of inspiration is unpredictable -- the life of Buddha was translated and told and portrayed in plays in Europe, and it inspired and changed Tolstoy, especially the parable of the strawberry; Tolstoy inspired Gandhi; Gandhi was an inspiration to Martin Luther King, Jr.


Gandhi, like Tolstoy and King, always seemed ready to put his comforts aside and put his life on the line without counting the cost. In South Africa, meeting a leper, Gandhi offered to care for him, for example. Gandhi, with his whole life, made a generous contribution to the reservoir of human possibilities, on a scale that is rare. The impression he made was of a person skillful in work-- a defining mark of the yogi. He was a person who was “Fakir-like” or “renunciant-like” with few possessions and with soulful ideals of simplicity. He was a person whose presence reminded the Christian monk Thomas Merton of “a human question mark.” Gandhi questioned unjust social structures and assumptions that had become accepted as reality. 


Gandhi was very practical; he knew how to represent the disadvantaged legally, and was a man who held the highest ideals for his standards. His conscience stirred him to challenge injustices. He made a great impact on the world, even during his own lifetime. He was one of the few people widely known around the world in a time of fewer and simpler media. His activities and charismatic personality were in the newsreels and tabloids. His nonviolent approach appealed to many people. Caricatures of Gandhi with his spinning wheel; or with his staff, marching to the ocean to make salt, wearing the simple homespun dhoti of a farmer, were recognizable around the world. His famous smile in black and white photos carried his aura of friendliness to many nations. He seemed to give voice to the ancient wisdom of Asia and the nobler teachings of Western religions, giving hope to people in trouble d times.


Among the materials in the Martin Luther King Jr. Papers Collection, there is a frayed strip of worn paper which looks as if King had carried it in his wallet for years. On it the words “Gandhi speaks for us” were written in King’s own hand-- a kind of reminder to himself. 


No other Indian is known so well in America and has such a place in people’s memory. A sign of this is that a country music singer can sing of Gandhi in the same breath with Jesus and Martin Luther King, Jr. and everyone fully accepts it, as Chris Kristofferson does in his song:

“ There was a man named Mahatma Gandhi, 

he wouldn’t bow down he would not fight. 

He knew the deal was down and dirty, 

and nothing wrong would make it right, o yah. 

And he knew his duty, and the price he had to pay. 

Just another holy man who tried to be a friend, 

my God, they killed him!”


We see the fruit of Gandhi’s non-violent approach in the winning of India’s independence; in American civil rights progress; and in South Africa’s end of apartheid and in the reconciliation process there.


But looking around today we may wonder, where is his presence and his legacy now-- have people of our generation been letting it slip away? Where is the spirit of “the human question mark” and the dedicated renunciant today? Often the logic of the renunciant’s self-sacrifice for self-purification seems missing in the modern age. I’ve had smart students ask: “What is this Hindu idea of doing austerities, what do vows of renunciation mean?” People today are less likely to have heard of the ideas of giving up comforts for a greater good, fasting and observing silence, “twisting the tail of the cosmos” by tapas. Many are unfamiliar with traditions of foregoing pleasure, sacrificing and sublimating energy for spiritual gain. (I note that Saddam Hussein was conducting a hunger strike recently, and Cindy Sheehan was doing a liquids fast, in which she could drink milkshakes with coffee ice cream. Others do “relay fasts” taking six hours each, without disturbing much their eating schedules.) The willingness to suffer, and the inevitability of self-sacrifice in striving for one’s cause, seem less understood today than in Gandhi’s day or in earlier times.
 (Although we should keep in mind that Gandhi himself spent much effort in educating, explaining the ideas behind his practices, in his writings and speeches.) As we get more conveniences, electronic labor-saving devices, entertainments, and easy ways to do chores there seems to be more resistance to giving up any enjoyments or luxuries. We seem to become more needy and less free.


Yoga is self-control, inward turning contentment, freedom from the over-riding need for comfort and pleasure. The tapas practiced in yoga involves self-restraint. While luxurious pleasures exhaust, weaken and soften one’s will, tapas is the discipline which marshals strength and builds stamina. It is the “fire in the belly” which shows itself in courage, firmness of resolve. Gandhi’s vows and resolve were a yoga, a practice like the tapas of traditional India in the modern age.
  


Einstein, an admirer of Gandhi, who said “I regard Gandhi as the only truly great political figure of our age,” also said that a day would come when it would be  hard for people to imagine that someone like Gandhi could even have existed. Sometimes, with all the wars and acts of violence in our world today, it seems like that day has already come. Violent acts seem to be increasing, even among some groups previously known to be non-violent, and, and they seem increasingly to be accepted as inevitable.


Why is the sensibility of non-violence, which was so awakened in Mahatma  Gandhi, so ignored, seemingly buried, or sleeping in so many people today? Is it a combination of factors-- including leaders’ shortsighted power politics being so pervasive, our love of comforts, our desire for security, the prevalence of fear, and the desire to avoid risk? Not wanting to be bothered, has our age become more numb and less attuned to conscience? 


Gandhi himself wrote that “High thinking is inconsistent with complicated material life based on high speed imposed on us by Mammon worship.”
 If Gandhi thought the speed of life was a problem in the early decades of the 20th century, what would he have thought of our times in which everything seems to move even faster? He thought the re was need to be “rural minded to be non-violent,”
 following a natural rhythm of life.


A modern thinker about spiritual matters, Thomas Moore, writes “Soul cannot thrive in a fast-paced life because being affected, taking things in and chewing on them requires time... A period of non-doing is essential nourishment to the soul.”
  In a great hurry, and fully occupied, how thoughtful can one be? How much can one listen to conscience if one is pushed to keep up with a fast-forward speed? Gandhi, while in jail for acts of civil disobedience during several periods of his life, used the time in lock-up to digest experiences, and to develop ideas. He worked his way through a very large number of books , and wrote letters and articles, and reflected on difficult questions to find enduring answers.


Ultimately the point of talking about Gandhi is to relate Gandhi’s way to our times. To see how “Gandhi speaks for us.” But first we may need to “step back to leap forward.” In preparing this talk I have tried to understand Gandhi’s ideas reflected in his many writings. Besides the Autobiography, which I’ve read several times, I’ve been reading the three volume collection -- The Moral and Political Writings of Mahatma Gandhi, edited by Raghavan Iyer. It is made up of a compilation of Gandhi’s articles published in papers, letters and interviews.  Also, selections from Gandhi’s writings, including Thomas Merton’s Gandhi on Non-Violence. All of Gandhi’s writings are occasional -- responding to a specific occasion, rather than theoretical or academic. They relate to issues that crop up and need to be dealt with. r


These writings help us see the nuances of understanding which Gandhi developed, and to see how his key principles hold together, like the facets of a gem. There are many deep presuppositions behind his best known arguments, a wealth of ideas and traditions behind his attitudes and policies. I think it is very useful to explore Gandhi’s ideas about “Ahimsa” and “Truth” and the transforming of “Evil” through Satyagraha, which I believe was Gandhi’s greatest contribution to problem-solving.  In fact, I think Satyagraha was his contribution to the evolution of human beings to fulfill their spiritual potential. It is a vision much needed by us, but it is often lacking in our lives today. Gandhi wrote that “Man as animal is violent but as spirit is non-violent. The moment he awakes to the spirit within he cannot remain violent. Either he progresses towards Ahimsa or rushes to his doom.”


Holding to conscientiously militant non-violence in the pursuit of justice did not originate with Gandhi. There were precedents in history, -- Vaishnava, Jain, Buddhist, Sikh,
 and Christian, for example, but Gandhi was the one who most fully worked out for himself and for others the philosophy and practice of non-violence, truth and soul-force. His experiments expanded people’s consciousness regarding the hidden potentials of non-violence. The priority he gave these powerful forces in his own life was remarkable. Gandhi believed that man’s mission in life is to learn the lesson of ahimsa for himself.
   Satyagraha, his most valuable legacy, was the deep idea he centered his life around, a principle capable of being explored, experimented with, practiced by many generations over many centuries.  


Satyagraha is not just a teaching, a doctrine or verbal creed for assent, or belief, or memorization; it was not a mental concept alone, like a tissue of thoughts to be learned about.  Satyagraha involves principles that resonate with one’s conscience, principles which must be lived. Satyagraha is a practice, a hard-won truth known by experiment, sacrifice, risk, and aspiration. Satyagraha is Gandhi’s vision for dynamically living in such a way that one fulfills one’s own spiritual potential while changing the conditions that generate suffering into relations of harmonious joy and fulfillment.

AHIMSA


Gandhi pointed to the ancient yoga aphorism of Patanjali “Enmity vanishes before ahimsa,”
 as one of many historical examples of the wisdom of non-violence in ancient India. What is this power, the very presence of which dispels discord? 


Ahimsa literally means harmlessness. Mark Kurlansky, who wrote Non-violence: 25 lessons from the history of a dangerous idea,
 recently remarked that there aren’t many positive terms in the languages of the world that fully convey the ideas of “non-violence.” But I think terms like tz'u the Chinese term for motherly love, and jen, good will toward others. And terms like caritas, care, compassion, gentleness, love, might qualify. And karuna, and prema in Sanskrit begin to convey those positive aspects of ahimsa. Also “innocent”--meaning “unharming, and unhurt,” has some correspondences. Gandhi wrote that “Non-violence implies love, compassion, forgiveness.”


Gandhi wrote in 1916, that “In its negative form [ahimsa] means not injuring any living being, whether by body or mind... I may not... bear any ill will [to any wrong-doer]... In its positive form, ahimsa means the largest love, the greatest charity. If I am a follower of ahimsa, I must love my enemy. I must apply the same rule to the wrong-doer who is my enemy or a stranger to me, as I would to my wrong-doing father or son. This active ahimsa necessarily includes truth and fearlessness... Ahimsa, truly understood, is, in my humble opinion, a panacea for all evils mundane and extra-mundane. We can never overdo it. Just at present, we are not doing it at all...”
 


Ahimsa in Gandhi’s view needs to be comprehensive in life, encompassing habits of daily life like eating and drinking, an ethos encompassing all our interactions. “Underlying  ahimsa is the unity of all life, the error of one [person] cannot but affect all.”
 While those who think of themselves as realists may feel Gandhi is too idealistic, I think there was a long-term realism in his assessment. After WWII Gandhi wrote “Those who have their hands dyed deep in blood cannot build a non-violent order for the world.”
 Gandhi was skeptical about a lasting peace resulting from any war. Bombs cannot force well-being, cooperation, and friendliness into existence.


Gandhi wrote t hat “the result of ahimsa is always good.”
 He reminded people that “It is not himsa or destructive energy that sustains the world, it is ahimsa, the creative energy. I do admit that the destructive energy is there, but it is evanescent, always futile before the creative which is permanent. If the destructive one had the upper hand, all the sacred ties-- love between parents and child, brother and sister, master and disciple, rulers and the ruled, would be snapped. Ahimsa is like the sun, whose worship, as the symbol of God, our rishis immortalized in the Gayatri [which is the Vedic mantra praying for light and divine inspiration]. As the sun ‘keeps watch over man’s mortality’, going his eternal rounds and dispelling darkness and sin and gloom, even so does ahimsa.  Ahimsa inspires you with love than which you cannot think of a better excit ement...”
 The creative energy which orders the universe at all levels is thus identified in Gandhi’s philosophy with ahimsa.


Echoing Rig Veda X.90 Gandhi noted that “In violence there is nothing invisible. Non-violence, on the other hand, is three-fourths invisible, so that effect is in the inverse ratio to its invisibility.”
 We cannot see all that results from our ahimsa as it subtly works.


Ahimsa’s mysterious potential is something that can only be known by experience.  “To realize non-violence means to feel within you its strength, otherwise known as soul-force, in short, to know God.”
 “I know this cannot be proved by argument. It shall be proved by persons living it in their lives with utter disregard of consequences to themselves.”
 The examples of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Nelson Mandela come to mind. Gandhi’s own practice also was to live in such a way. Gandhi said that his optimism’s source was his “belief in the infinite possibilities of the individual to develop non-violence. The more you develop it in your own being, the more infectious it becomes till it overwhelms your surroundings and by and by might oversweep the world.”
 Ahimsa is thus a mysterious power which can be seen in legendary and historical examples from all around the globe. Gandhi gathered these examples to illustrate his points:  Prahlada, Mirabai, Daniel, Jesus,
 Columbus in facing a mutiny,
 Thoreau, Muhammad’s non-cooperation with Mecca for a 13 year period,
  Arabs who opposed French gunners non-violently, and others.


Ahimsa in Gandhi’s view is “the chief glory of Hinduism.”
 For the person who practices it, ahimsa involves a n intention in the mind, a focus that expresses the “I and Thou” relationship rather than the “I and it” attitude.
 Gandhi said non-violence was “the only true force in life.”
 With ahimsa man can fulfill his destiny and his duty to his fellow creatures, Gandhi said; it is a force more powerful than electricity. “At the center of non-violence is a force which is self-acting.”
 Gandhi said later in his life that even if non-violence turned out to be a dream, that it was beautiful to him.
 He also notes that the practice of ahimsa is more difficult than walking on the edge of a sword.
 It is a skill, a demanding discipline, a graceful expression of consciousness, a vehicle toward enlightenment.

THE ART OF AHIMSA


Gandhi said “I claim to be an artist working with non-violence.”
 Ahimsa really is a performance art, conceived in the visionary conscience, and acted out on the public stage, confronting injustice, and causing the audience to have a change of heart. The practitioners plan a concerted effort to present their demands in a way that will bring the unjust situation to light, to call attention to it on the stage of public opinion. It is a series of creative improvisations in the face of oppression, dramatizing disapproval and calling for change. There is another way ahimsa is an art. The Asian martial arts include not just graceful actions, but also absences of action; one steps out of the way and th e aggressor trips, falling of his own weight and awkwardness.  As Sun Tzu wrote the Art of War, Gandhi worked out the way to have an Art of Non-War. The oppressor, by being brutal, indicts himself as a brute in the eyes of all those who have conscience and sympathy.


In bringing a change one needs a vocabulary to present the vision, to communicate the new philosophy. Part of Gandhi’s art was finding the right words to communicate his points. For example the term Harijan, “children of God.” In his vocabulary there are important verbs, --to non-cooperate, to withhold participation, to refrain from violent acts, to engage in hartal, or a strike --not doing. This is part of a pan-Asian wisdom. Wei wu wei is a Chinese phrase in Taoist philosophy for accomplishing without acting. Instead of responding with a punch, a club, shooting a gun, stabbing, bombing, if there is an emptiness, the attacker finds no resistance but an empty space; there  the aggressor goes too far and gets his just deserts, perhaps realizing his own foolishness. Intelligent, skillful “political jujitsu” can accomplish what is otherwise impossible.  For example, demonstrators couldn’t use force against the well-armed police and US military in the Civil Rights movement, but by going unarmed and accepting brutal attacks, and by willingly suffering at the hands of men unleashing attack dogs, and wielding fire hoses, cattle prods, and billy clubs, non-violent protestors won the sympathy of the nation, and the lawmakers. (Perhaps the Palestinians would have won more of their demands by now if they had used this method.) 


Gandhi asserted that Truth --the nonviolence truth of a few is ultimately what counts, while the untruth of millions vanishes.
 (We remember and value Thoreau today, but we don’t know  much about his contemporaries.)


Ahimsa and satya worked together in Gandhi’s experiences. He said: “When I look for ahimsa, Truth says, ‘Find it out through me.’ When I look for Truth, ahimsa says, ‘Find it out through me.’”
 He also said that “Non-violence and Truth together form, as it were, the right angle of all religions.”
 That is, the typical pattern or conjunction of love and conscience, the practice of holding to the soul’s concerns, following one’s inner light. Ahimsa is the willingness to treat all beings as oneself.
 This is the Vedanta vision of paramatma - - that the same spiritual reality is found in all; someone really viewing the world in such a way would not attack another, but would experience a sense of solidarity.

SATYA AND SATYAGRAHA


God, for Gandhi is “a self-existent, all-knowing, living Force which inheres in every other force known to the world and which depends on none, and which will live when all other forces may conceivably perish or cease to act. I am unable to account for my life without belief in this all-embracing living Light.”
 God is truth, satya.


“Satya” is a deity in the Rig Veda, and the term means “truth,” “ultimate truth,” or “the enduring reality.” Satya is “the ultimate eternal reality.” Truth goes beyond the human practice of honesty-- In Hindu traditions it is the power of being true, inner resolve, and is conscien ce, inner spirit, soul force, the deepest reality in each being.


Gandhi wrote: “truth, truthfulness and Absolute Truth, the Eternal Principle, that is God... I worship God as Truth only. I have not yet found Him... As long as I have not realized the Absolute Truth, so long must I hold to the relative Truth as I have conceived it... Often in my progress I have had faint glimpses of the Absolute Truth, God, and daily the conviction is growing upon me that He alone is real and all else unreal... The seeker after truth should be humbler than the dust... Only then will he have a glimpse of truth.” The ultimate goal of life for Gandhi was “to see God face to face, to attain Moksha.”
  Gandhi said that he felt an innate passion for tru th from an early age.


How did the Truth he sought reveal itself to Gandhi? “To see the universal and all-pervading Spirit of Truth face to face one must be able to love the meanest of creation as oneself. And a man who aspires after that cannot afford to keep out of any field of life,” including politics.
  Such an experience involves a spiritual openness to life, embracing lives far beyond one’s kin and birth community. Gandhi’s hold on Truth thus kept him grounded in the workings of society.


In practice, in dealing with the injustices in the world Gandhi saw the principle of truth not as eternally inflexible; sometimes Truth involves the beauty of compromise -- “truth is hard as adamant and tender as a blossom.” Gandhi’s was not a one-sided view of Truth.
 


Truth is a power found in us all, especially when we are true to it: “I may be a despicable person,” Gandhi said, “but when Truth speaks through me I am invincible.”
  Gandhi saw God in the souls he met and worked with: “I am endeavouring to see God through  service of humanity, for I know that God is neither in heaven, nor down below, but in everyone.”
 Gandhi also wrote that “Meeting with the peasants I was face to face with God, Ahimsa and Truth.”
 The reason he had this realization was his love for the people, the simple trusting souls of humanity, for the spirit in humble seekers, and this is nothing other than his “unshakable faith in Ahimsa,” a bond which is direct and experiential. It is not doctrinal or logical, but an experience of the sacred.


Gandhi called the practice of holding to Truth “Satyagraha.” Commitment to conscientious non-violent striving for that which is right--is also sometimes called “soul force.” “If I could popularize the use of soul-force, which  is but another name for love-force, in place of brute force, I know that I could present you with an India that could defy the whole world to do its worst.” Probably because he believed this, Gandhi made a commitment relentlessly to follow ahimsa: “I shall discipline myself to express in my life this eternal law of suffering and present it for acceptance to those who care, and if I take part in any other activity, the motive is to show the matchless superiority of that law.”


As Gandhi explains in his Autobiography and other writings, Satyagraha is a demanding discipline, involving the practice of self-examination, working on oneself, as well as confronting problems in the world. “Satyagraha is a process of self-purification,”
 Gandhi wrote. “Satyagraha is essentially a weapon of the truthful.”
 One must live in a conscientious way to practice it. “A satyagrahi is pledged to non-violence, and unless people observe it in thought, word and deed, I cannot offer mass satyagraha.”
 Not only to practice this spiritual discipline oneself, but to train and discipline a deep understanding of the principles and the commitment to the practice of Satyagraha among a wide spectrum of people, was a great challenge. In this spiritual strategy, meaningful change doesn’t happen by force, accident or luck, but by careful striving.

“EVIL” AS CHANGEABLE


The genius of satyagraha is that it is a way of confronting destructive oppressive forces and tra nsforming them-- it is a kind of social alchemy. It is a hopeful vision, emphasizing conscience and decency and the ability of people to learn and improve relations, to co-erce a change.


Thomas Merton insightfully wrote that “modern tyrannies have all explicitly or implicitly in one way or another emphasized the irreversibility of evil in order to build their power upon it.”
 To get power from creating the impression of distance between oneself and evil-- disjunction -- is an important strategy in the policies of various dictators. They justify themselves and manipulate others with this distancing. In that stance the evil of the dictator’s enemy and the goodness of his own way are both asserted with a terrible simplicity.  It is a powerfully manipulative oversimplification to interpret the situation in this self-serving way.


In the dictator

 'd5s view evil is seen as something very literal and permanent --it can never be changed. The offender is irreducibly, irredeemably, concretely of the nature of demonic evil, with no transformation possible. If one is good, one’s opposite, one’s foe, is evil, and can never change, can never be neutralized or become a friend. This is the opposite of the Buddhist view, which is a spinoff of Hinduism. Buddhism, with the concept of karma and cycles of rebirth, and the aim of enlightenment and liberation, and without the caste system, had mobility to spread beyond India. The Buddhist view includes the observation that conditioned entities constantly change, and in some forms of Buddhism there is the idea that even a dust mote may realize its hidden Buddhahood, and even demons in the lowest hell can reach enlightenment. In this view, the problem is ignorance, which is temporary, illusory, not a pre-determined final fate for those who are deemed evil.


Thomas Mer ton uses the example of Hitler’s worldview to illustrate this point. “It is no accident that Hitler believed firmly in the unforgivableness of sin. This is indeed fundamental to the whole mentality of Nazism, with its avidity for final solutions and its concern that all uncertainties be eliminated. Hitler’s world was built on the central dogma of the irreversibility of evil... It is clear that Hitler was in one thing a brilliant success: everything he did bears the stamp of complete paranoid finality.”


Hitler condemned the evil ones-- Jews, Gypsies and other scapegoats-- to degradation and death as if to cleanse the earth of irredeemable stains. This Manichean idea that the evil of others is absolutely other was denied by Gandhi. Gandhi believed that “... If we are all sons of the same God and partake of the same divine essence, we must partake of th e sin of every person whether he belongs to us or another race.”
 We share in humanity in this view. We share a spiritual worth which may be hidden or asleep. It requires skill to awaken it, but humans have a brilliant potential for creative intelligence, and so one can find a non-violent way to change conditions.


Sharing in paramatma, sharing in common destiny, sharing common humanity, there is hope of finding agreement, reconciliation. Martin Luther King Jr., also tried to call on this kind of vision of common venture and destiny in his hope for change. He said “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly....Abused and scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with America's destiny.”
  Gandhi and King underscored the shared destiny and underlying humanity of all, and showed that such an understanding can prevail. They offered their lives to show that non-violence could bring a harmonious resolution to conflicts. 


The fanatic view which relies on distancing, recognizing only distinctions of isolated polar opposites, insisting on separateness,  demonstrates a failure to see the self in others and the others in one self, a refusal to admit the possibility of change in the universe and a denial of the underlying sameness and interdependence of existences. The antidotes to this view include the atman vision, Buddhism’s Indra’s web of mutuality, compassion and interdependence, the Jewish and M usim teaching that if you save one life you save the whole world, and the practice of the golden rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”
 If the other is totally different, one does not share any of his guilt.
 Taken to a logical extreme, the self-righteous assumption that “I alone am good”   obliges one to expunge the evil. The ethnic cleansings and genocides in rec ent history are sorry reminders of the results of this view.


This shows the different outcomes of having a world view which “otherizes” and demonizes, in contrast with one which envisions an underlying sameness and a hope of change, a possibility of resolving differences, a potential of destructive people to have a change of heart. The vision of sharing a deeper self -- atman, Buddha nature, and so on,-- gives one a sense of a common humanity, a basis for sympathy. A view with a reason to admit hope of change is very different from a view projecting absolute evil outwardly on the other. A denial of equality makes violence possible. Gandhi wrote that “Violence is bred by inequality, non-violence by equality.”
 What Gandhi meant by his words, I think, is that if you see others as sharing your common humanity, and love others as yourself, you will be non-vio lent. Such a view, lived consistently, makes more likely a possibility of magnanimous outlook toward others. To see only difference between one’s own good self and the evil other is a heartless, soulless view, rather psychopathic, it’s so rigid, self-centered and simplistic.


In the uncertainties of life a spiritual attitude brings out a willingness to respond creatively to life’s problems, to see them as fluid and changeable. In Christianity there is the teaching to “forgive seventy times seven,” an indication of indefinite forgiving and reconciliation.
 This would seem to be a difficult spiritual path, but it is part of a way of life that is hopeful and open to change. This vision presents a way that is flexible, ongoing, patient, adaptable, resilient, forgiving, and evolving. It is positive, and similar to what Buddha taught: 

Mind is the forerunner of (all evil) states. Mind is chief; mind-made are they [the evil states of mind]. If one speaks or acts with wicked mind, suffering follows one, even as the wheel follows the hoof of the draft-ox. Mind is the forerunner of (all good) states. Mind is chief; mind-mad e are they [the good states of mind]. If one speaks or acts with pure mind,  AFFECTION follows one, even as one's shadow that never leaves. “He abused me, he beat me, he defeated me, he robbed me,'” in those who harbour such thoughts, hatred is not appeased. “He abused me, he beat me, he defeated me, he robbed me,” in those who do not harbour such thoughts, hatred is appeased.  Hate is not overcome by hate; by Love (Metta) alone is hate appeased. This is an eternal law. The others know not that in this quarrel we perish; those of them who realise it, have their quarrels calmed thereby.


Using the metaphor of a cloth being woven of interrelationships, Thomas Merton writing about the theme of positive quarrel-calming transformations reminds us that the fabric of society is never finished. It is a lways in the process of being woven: It consists of constantly changing, continually emerging, relationships. “Non-violence takes account precisely of this dynamic and non-final state of all relationships among men, for non-violence seeks to change relationships that are evil into others that are good, or at least less bad.”
 This is the genius of non-violence. Because it pays attention to the process, the changeability, the constantly emerging new possibilities, it does not despair and attempt destruction, but is full of hope.


Non-violence, when practiced, brings out a kind of courage different from the risk-taking bravery in violence. In the use of force to solve problems, one over-simplifies the situation by presupposing that the evil needing to be overcome is categorically definite and static, and completely irreversible. If evil is changeless and can neve r be transformed, there is only one answer-- get rid of the evil-doer through violence. Merton also points out that in the extremely defensive view of evil as changeless, to even meet with or negotiate with the enemy, is seen as a mis-step straying from the path, a failure. 


In that narrow view of evil there is no alternative, no room for other possibilities. “Failure to eliminate evil is itself a defeat. Anything that even remotely risks such defeat is in itself [seen as] capitulation to evil. The irreversibility of evil then reaches out to contaminate even the most tolerant thought of the hesitant crusader who, momentarily, doubts the total evil of the enemy he is about to eliminate. Such tolerance is already complicity and guilt, and must be eliminated in its turn.”
 In this rigidly defensive way of looking at things any compassion or feeling of pos sibility of sharing sameness is strictly forbidden-- when detected it becomes part of the irreversible evil. Such permanent war-like attitudes are unable to be flexible. Such fanatical certainty cannot co-exist with soul-searching problem-solving conscience. Merton points out that for the rigidly defensive   “Fortitude, then, equals fanaticism. It grows with unreason. Reasoning itself is by its very nature tinged with betrayal. Conscience does indeed make cowards. It makes Judases. Conscience must be eliminated. This is the familiar mental machinery of tyrannical oppression. By reducing necessities to simple and irreversible forms it simplifies existence, eliminating questions that tend to embarrass minds and slacken the ‘Progress’ of the relentless and intolerant apparatus.”
  Thus one’s own imperfections and humility, the possibility of regret and repentance,  the reality of human guilt can not enter into the living weaving of society, where change is possible.


This extreme view, with black and white certainties, is overly simple, and inhuman in its unforgiving character. “With us or against us” is a powerful ultimatum. It can be very seductive to people who are too busy to reflect on its implications, especially in time of war and other dangerous crises. Today, knowing how history turned out, most are repulsed by the very sight of Hitler. But the simplistic view of, say, a charismatic jihadist leader, or a politician exploiting fear for personal gain, can have an allure for many “true believers.” A jihadist and a conservative Christian politician may be very different in many ways, but in this they are similar. Both may have a simplicity and clarity of purpose and apparent religious image make people feel it is their civic duty to follow them, and their reputation for fighting “evil doers” may rous e people to say “When you hear his voice, it makes you want to stand up right away, and leave, and join him.”
 Charismatic leaders, whether political or religious, can often increase their own power from emphasizing disjunctions, and demonizing others.


In the non-violent view which Gandhi developed, we must recognize that all humans have faults, and all need forgiveness and have a potential for change.
 An American psychologist/philosopher who was a contemporary of Gandhi wrote that we have no right to speak of people as “fixedly incurable beings, as if they are “human crocodiles” because humans are more complex that that, and have unseen “resources in the subliminal region” of their personalities.
 A fanatic view which gives up on finding a spiritual answer to a problem and calls for violence makes totalizing demands and fosters an outlook that is cramped tight, without room for ambiguities or shades of gray. An endless war to wipe out all evil-doers, or to fight the great Satan, is probably something that no thoughtful Taoist, Buddhist, or Hindu would feel comfortable with-- it is too simplistic and paranoid and unrealistic to ring true. The truth of things is more of a non-linear dynamic, and ideas about transformation are more attractive and helpful. 


For example, “The Tao works by return,” as Lao Tzu said, and “Water wears away at the hardest stone.” The Rig Veda image “the serpent is a sleeping sun” expresses potential energy gliding forth from darkness to da wn. Another way of picturing the possibilities is that a conflict or dysfunction is frozen trouble; productive talent and creative work are liquified trouble. Evil is untransformed good. Some say that if you don’t use your creativity it turns to poison. Sometimes poison can be dissolved by conscience-to-conscience confrontation.  These ideas interpret the nature of reality, the dynamics of existing on earth. I invite readers to explore others. There is a subtle nonlinear Taoist-like thinking which is free to exploit life’s paradoxes, anomalies, discrepancies for transformation. Fear bottled up inside one can turn to explosive rage, or can eat at the soul and cause addictions. Fear that alerts one to danger and stirs one to creatively embrace obstacles can achieve goals which rage alone cannot. Non-violence has many tricks up its sleeve. To transcend a trauma we forgive, thus we free ourselves. Forgiveness does not make rational sense, but it is wisdom. Holding a grudge , eye-for-eye revenge, mutual hatreds, all are self-destructive because we are parts of a larger whole.

FINDING FREEDOM FROM BONDS OF VENGEANCE


Gandhi saw that the secret potential hidden in the situation of conflicting views involves finding a possible inner freedom. The non-violent vision fosters some openness of possibilities,-- some space for change, wiggle room for freedom. Gandhi saw that the violent way-- rebellions with confrontations ending up punishing and destroying the oppressor, inevitably generates further cycles of revenge, violence, oppression. For Gandhi a true solution must let both oppressor and oppressed come away feeling good. Instead of staying locked in cycles of mechanical repetition and reprisal, there has to be a liberation from the automatic response of revenge-seeking, which can escalate and form an endless chain.
 It is a vision which allows breaking the habit, stopping the addiction to violence.


 Spiritual freedom is found in the non-violent way able, after the confrontations, to liberate both the oppressed and the oppressor.  The oppressed must not be bound in exploitation, hatred, and bitterness, or continued injustice.  He can grow in magnanimity to feel sorry for his oppressor. Without that sense of pity, b oth oppressed and oppressor will remain unaware of the reality of their relationship -- which involves a shared spiritual bond among imperfect humans. As Merton says, the only way to really “overcome” one’s enemy is by helping him out of his dilemma, helping him turn into something other than an enemy. Mutual liberation from an intolerable situation is the goal.


Sympathy for others’ ignorance, allows one to “love one’s enemy.” Someone in a great hurry, and with rigid animosity, and no uncertainty, will see no point in “turning the other cheek,” or “killing someone with kindness.” “Love your enemy” requires a larger vision, a wisdom of enough time to see cycles, enough space to exercise freedom. Violence is about revenge and fear, following an order because the command was given and cannot be taken back. Non-violence is about finding a way, using higher human powers -- spiritual intelligence, employing wisdom.  A creative s pace, the freedom of an unstuck imagination, a liberated mentality not bound to vicious circles, makes change possible.  


Gandhi was a yogi, and also very practical man. He embodied a combination of high ideals and skilful acts of practicality. He was grounded. He travelled around India for years to acquaint himself with villagers’ problems. He needed a realistic grasp of on-the-ground troubles to go with his ideals, to experiment and develop his emerging vision of how people could improve their lives and agitate non-violently for independence.


Gandhi took seriously the questions which serious people raised-- For example, “What kind of police force would a non-violent state have?”
 And “Is sabotage sometimes necessary?”
  Gandhi answered that terrorism results in demoralization. The end does not justify the means, despite what violent people always have to tell themselves. Gandhi affirmed that the “belief that there is no connection between the means and the end is a great mistake. We reap exactly as we sow.”
 Hence violent sabotage would not bring the desired result.


Gandhi’s life makes an impression of soulfulness, of humility. “If I had no sense of humour, I should long ago have committed suicide,”
 he said. He humorously calls himself a “quack” because he tried various unorthodox remedies. Gandhi was comically and disarmingly self-critical: “I have been known as a crank, faddist, madman. Evidently the reputation is well deserved. For  wherever I go, I draw to myself cranks, faddists and madmen.”
 He knew the temptations and demons humans are prone to struggle with-- as a youth he tried smoking and eating meat, and even had a youthful episode of contemplating suicide (which today we might say showed the Kurt Cobain in him trying to get out). Gandhi saw the challenges and the worth and the satisfactions of life in the processes of striving, in practicing, trying one’s best. He would agree with the Zen master who said: “Enlightenment is falling down six times, getting up seven.”


Gandhi said “Satisfaction lies in the effort, not in the attainment. Full effort is full victory.”
 This is a refreshing value, it has a fragrance of kindness and forgiving-- of being gentle to oneself  and others. “No matter how insignificant the thing you have to do, do it as well as you can, give it as much of your care and attention as you would give to the thing you regard as most important. For it will be by those small things that you shall be judged.”
 It is the human condition that Gandhi is working with-- in his own soul’s struggles and in his struggles with social issues of his day, and Gandhi does not put himself on a pedestal beyond it. “I have not the shadow of a doubt that any man or woman can achieve what I have, if he or she would make the same effort and cultivate the same hope and faith.” 


Gandhi’s a view is usually cheerful and hopeful. He affirms that bad situations are changeable, people are corrigible.  With conscientious effort,  intelligence and courage, new developments are possible --“a regenerate outgrows the original taint, even as purified gold outgrows the original alloy.”
 Gandhi believed we must value our critics, because they help us become aware of what we’re unconscious of: “Nature has so made us that we do not see our backs; it is reserved for others to see them. Hence it is wise to profit by what they see.”


Change is possible in ways the narrow-minded cannot easily foresee. Gandhi explained, “Non-violent revolution is not a seizure of power... It is a programme of transformation of relationships ending in a peaceful transfer of power.”
 In his view one should not consider the opponent or anyone else to be one’s enemy. “One should not seek revenge. One should pray that God will bring a change of heart to one’s opponent, and one should bear injuries bravely.” Gandhi always upheld the ancient teaching that “non-violence real and complete will melt the stoniest hearts.”
  


Gandhi said he learned from a poem by Indian poet Shamal Bhatt, who wrote the line, “Let him offer water, and a good meal to eat,” the principle of “winning over one’s enemy with kindness and love.”
  The saying that you can “accomplish more with honey than vinegar,” or to “kill someone with kindness” is also summed up in the words  “love militantly.” It is a call for a moral equivalent of war to bring out one’s best.
 There are famous zen masters and saints in various religions who encountered violent men, bandits, thieves, or burglars, and with their loving disarming response, opened a different future for all concerned.


Gandhi reminds us that the more one involves oneself in viol ence, the further away one gets from truth. For the more one butts heads and tangles horns with an imagined enemy without, on whom one projects one’s faults, the more one neglects the enemy within.
 Gandhi was idealistic in his hopes for non-violent change. We are left with his unfinished work in responding to the challenges of our time. Gandhi would be the first to admit that he did not always succeed.  


Gandhi wrote that it was with Muslims that his Satyagraha theory would be put to its biggest test.  It is interesting to read Gandhi’s assessment of the Muslim leader Jinnah, who succeeded in his insistence that Pakistan be partitioned from India. Gandhi was very stark sometimes in his realistic assessment of Hinduism (calling India fal sely religious in its attitude toward untouchables, and in not letting Muslims sit on the same carpet with orthodox Hindus, for example). Gandhi noted that Jinnah and other Muslim leaders left Congress after already participating as members, after feeling the “pinch of Hindu patronizing.” He did not put all the blame on the Muslims for pulling away. A deeper acceptance may have made things different, he seems to say. He wrote that “it is not true to say that Islam is a religion of the sword,”
 and notes that “Islam in the days of Harun-al-Rashid and Maman was the most tolerant among the world’s religions.”


In a rambling interview with Louis Fischer, Gandhi recalled his memories of the momentous times w hen partition was at stake. “The Muslims are religious fanatics, but fanatics cannot be answered with fanaticism. Bad manners irritate. Brilliant Muslims in Congress became disgusted. They did not find the brotherhood of man among Hindus. They say Islam is the brotherhood of man. As a matter of fact it is the brotherhood of Muslims...”
 Gandhi said “Jinnah is an evil genius. He believes he is a prophet... He has cast a spell over the Muslim, who is a simple-minded man... I learned [from spending 18 days with Jinnah] that he was a maniac. A maniac leaves off his mania and he becomes reasonable at times. I have never regretted my talks with him. I have never been too stubborn to learn. Every one of my failures has been a stepping stone.”
 Learning lessons with the yogi spirit seemed to give Gandhi the smile of youthful spriteliness, even if his fasts sometimes sapped his physical strength.


Something Gandhi said two days before he died sounds today like a premonition of his own death. Notice how in these sentences it is not his death that concerns him, but the hope that in his dying moments he could live up to his own highest standards: “If I am to die by the bullet of a mad man, I must do so smiling. There must be no anger within me. God must be in my heart and on my lips. And you promise me one thing. Should such a thing happen, you are not to shed one tear.”
 There was also a seeming premonition that blacks would able to convey the principles of non-violence. “It may be through Negroes the message of non-violence will be delivered to the world,”
 ote
MPW Vol II p. 242.

 he wrote. The Civil Rights movement in America, and Post-apartheid reconciliation in South Africa, both came after his lifetime, and proved his vision to be true.


Were Gandhi’s standards too high? Was his idealism too idealistic? If his values had not been that high would he and others have tried for such high goals? Without the high ideals would anyone feel justified, worthy to demand justice?  I believe Gandhi would not have accomplished what he did, and would not have inspired Martin Luther King, Jr., and others, without that extra push for the ideal in character, and without such self-sacrifice. The spirit of non-violence does not come without a willingness to pay the price. “For non-violence to permeate us we should have a living faith in God. Non-violence comes to us through doing good continually without the slightest expectation of return. It simply spe nds itself and it is its own reward, and done in that spirit it is done not merely for friends but certainly for adversaries. That is the indispensable lesson of non-violence.”


If Gandhi had lived beyond 1948 he would no doubt have continued to experiment with his strategies and methods. New obstacles arise all the time, and Gandhi would have creatively found ways to circumvent them. For example, it is difficult to confront people in power who have extensive security systems to keep protesters far away. Protests behind barricades five miles from the people being protested cannot be heard. Boards of directors of international corporations are scattered and unapproachable. Perhaps Gandhi would have become proficient in using a video camera, and the internet. Perhaps like naked PETA protestors in England he would have found other non-violent meth ods to bring attention to important causes and issues.


Gandhi lived from 1869, just after the end of the American Civil War, to 1947, just after the end of World War Two. It’s odd how we often use wars to mark and measure the passage of time. That time period of Gandhi’s presence was a flowering of non-violent possibilities, a glimpse of satyagraha, the dramatic Art of Non-war, the art of transformation through tough love. Gandhi made great advances in understanding and practicing that art, which can sometimes do what otherwise seems impossible,-- taking a bad situation and finding a way to well-being and friendship.  As Martin Luther King wrote on that slip of paper is still true. “Gandhi speaks for us.” He showed us what is possible. We need to learn his art and keep it alive.  The alternative looks bleaker and bleaker, and that is why we need to become the change we wish to see, embody the hopeful Ideas, and live out the transformation in our own  lives.
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� Concerning Sikh precedents, one writer argues that Gandhi taught and practiced non-violence, but "he certainly was not the originator of that concept.  He learnt that from the Sikhs.  The Sikhs, in turn, drew their inspiration from their Gurus, two of whom had willingly and peacefully accepted execution when it was appropriate to make their point about the tyranny of the Islamic regime.  Over time, when the situation deemed it necessary and appropriate, the Sikhs used the principle of nonviolence again and again.... Ram Singh (1815-1885) ... started the non-violent movement to oust the British from India .  He preached the Sikh Scripture, Guru Granth Sahib, with great fervor.  He asked the people to boycott all British goods: ‘Do not accept service with the government; do not send children to government schools; do not go to royal courts of law, but settle disputes by reference to panchayats (village councils); do not use foreign goods; do not use government postal services.’ His followers spun their own cloth and dressed in pure white cotton, and boycotted all that was even remotely British.  His following grew very rapidly, which alarmed the British imperialists.  The East India Company had a great monopoly going.  Cotton was being shipped to England, where it was processed and made into cloth.  The British economy was booming.  Everyone had a job.  The cloth manufactured in England was shipped back to India and sold at great profit.  Ram Singh's protest was a threat to the British system of exploitative profit. In response, L. Cowan, the Deputy Commissioner  of Ludhiana, arrested 68 Sikhs on trumped-up charges.  Cowan sent a note to his commissioner, T.D. Forsythe, and without any further formality or pretense of trial, blew up 66 of the prisoners by tying them to the mouths of cannons.  The other two were hacked to pieces with a sword.  Forsythe then joined Cowan at Malerkotla, where 16 more Sikhs were rounded up and blasted off by cannons.  Cowan explained the reason for his actions in his own words: ‘I propose blowing away from guns, or hanging the prisoners tomorrow morning at daybreak.  Their offense is not an ordinary one.  They have not committed mere murder and dacoity; they are open rebels, offering resistance to constitutional authority, and, to prevent the spreading of this disease, it is absolutely necessary that repressive measures should be prompt and stern.  I act for the best, this incipient insurrection must be stamped out at once...’ [A] horrendous slaughter took place on January 11-12, 1872.  Co wan was right.  The Sikhs were dangerous.  Had they not been dealt with promptly and "sternly", they would have gone down in history as the real fathers and mothers of the nation, for the British would have been thrown out almost a hundred years sooner... The second major nonviolent revolt against the British was again enacted by the Sikhs.  It was known as the Singh Sabha Movement and was started in 1873, just one year after the massacre of Sikhs by the British.  Due to active and aggressive intervention by the British it took some time to develop, but the Singh Sabha Movement nevertheless steadily gained momentum... The early 1920s were very difficult times for the Sikhs in Punjab.  In 1919, over fifteen hundred unarmed civilians were shot dead by British General Dyer at Jallianwala Bagh, Amritsar.  The Sikhs suffered great losses in struggle after struggle during this period.  Thousands of Sikhs would march to the Gurdwaras in protest, and British guards defending  the Hindu mahants would systematically shoot them down.  Yet the waves of protesters, which included numerous women, kept on coming.  Eventually, mounds of bodies piled high developed in front of the Gurdwaras, yet protesters kept on coming.  The British soldiers climbed on top of the mounds and used them as firing positions to continue killing the unarmed Sikhs.” Alice Basarke “Origin of Non-Violence”  
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�A.K. Coomaraswamy wrote that the mystical basis of Gandhi’s teachings about freedom in truth as the goal, and of satyagraha as the means to attain it is found in the Maitri Upanishad: “When the mind has been immolated in its own source for love of truth, then the false controls of actions done when it was deluded by sensibilia likewise will pass away.” Yoga seeks freedom beyond conditioning, beyond the bonds of desire and hate.
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”�Martin Luther king’s Letter from Birmingham Jail” http://www.almaz.com/nobel/peace/MLK-jail.html Civil rights hero Fanny Lou Hamer "Nobody's free until everybody's free." 





�Without inspiring ideas of love and decency, transcendence or connectedness of some sort, if nothing is sacred, there is no reason not to scapegoat the outsider, and harm the weak, the ones deemed worthless.


Hate crimes, taking pleasure in the misfortunes of others, result from a sense that some do not share a common spiritual core with all others. In Islam there is the teaching “No one of you is a believer until he desires for his brother that which he desires for himself.”





� Merton then goes on to use another example from history of a contrasting view: “In St. Thomas Aquinas , we find a totally different view of evil. Evil is not only reversible but it is the proper motive of that mercy by which it is overcome and changed into good. Replying to the objection that moral evil is not the motive for mercy since the evil of sin deserves indignation and punishment rather than mercy and forgiveness, St. Thomas says that on the contrary sin itself is already a punishment “and in this respect we feel sorrow and compassion for sinners.” In order to do this we have to be able to experience their sin as if it were our own. But those who “consider themselves happy and whose sense of power depends on the idea that they are beyond suffering any evil are not able to have mercy on others” by experiencing the evil of others as their own.”
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�In practice only certain Christian communities, such as the Amish are scrupulous in living up to this spirit of forgiveness. The others normally compromise with the conventions of state violence. Communities like the Amish are living examples of principles of transcending harm and promoting healing through the spiritual un derstanding in in forgiveness. The others are located on the spectrum of violence, from seeking violent revenge to acquiescence to their nation’s violent acts committed in their name. It is as if the modern age of reason, realism and materialism only accepts violence and threats of violence as realistic, and as if all alternatives are unrealistic, not marketable, commercially unviable. 
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