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Sowing non-violent seeds 
WHAT DID did we expect to happen 

when apartheid went or began to die? 
A great loss of life was in (act predicted 

by elements in Umkhonto we Sizwe and also in 
the security forces Figures cited were of as many 
as Ihree million people being killed either to 
maintain apartheid or to destroy it That's almost 10 percen 
population. 

In 1979 the South African Council of Churches asked me to head 

What hope does non-violent action offer In the situation 
of widespread communal conflict that exists in South 
Africa? ROB ROBERTSON, retired cleric and editor of 
Non-violence News for the past 14 years, offers some 
lessons from Gandhi's life. 

of our movements relating to this new distress. One was ihe "land gift 
movement" which, again by personal moral pressure, persuaded the 
nch to give vast tracts of land to the landless. 

their commission on violence and non-violence. At one of our earli- The other was Ihe Shanb Sena peace armv of non-violent volun-
cst meetings we looked at Ihe situation and we could not see how it teers who wen? prepared not only to mediate and monitor between 
'Would be resolved by anything other than war or something pretty rival groups, bul also lo interpose their bodies when actual violence 
near to it. 

Yet we resolved thai we were not 
going to give up the beliefs that we had 
acquired from Mahatma Gandhi and 
others. We would go on sowing the 
isecds of non-violence, ways of action 
and hope that would grow when the fire 
had passed. 

As it happened, those seeds grew bet­
ter and quicker than we had expected. 
And I believe they actually influenced 
the present transition. The sowers were 
individuals and organisations - many 
adopted the methods of non-violence. 
This internal resistance, I believe, saved 
us much loss of life in producing Ihe 
turnabout that we saw in February 1990, 

0( course the external pressure of 
sanctions also played a decisive part. 
But being a rather blunt instrument in 
terms of non-violence, sanctions left us 
with unemployment, with frustration 
and also with crime. 

Drawing on worldwide experience of 
civil disobedience, it wasn't so hard to 
develop a programme against apartheid. 
Bul it is not so easy to devise a pro­
gramme in our present community con­
flict. But I want to suggest thai we 
should not despair - we should go on 
sowing the seeds and the action of non-violence. 

The new situation has alarmed many of us and has caught by sur­
prise many activists who relaxed after February 1990. We became 
accustomed to blaming apartheid tor all ills and dreamed that our 
hearts would be pure and society healthy once it was removed. But 
Ihe death toll is increasing as apartheid goes. 

It is worth remembering that when India shook off the British Raj 
at the cost of about 8 000 lives (the proportional figure for our popu­
lation would be I 000), a deeper and more long-standing feud over 
power and land surfaced in the form ol Hindu versus Muslim com­
munal strife. This claimed 30 times as many lives as the indepen­
dence struggle, and a non-violent solution was much harder to find 

Gandhi tackled this communal strife by fasting, using the power of 
his personal status and people's love for him. But it also broke his 
heart and it claimed his life 

Gandhi's successor, Vinoba Bah.ive. and others launched two 

GANDHI; Tackling violence with lave. 

broke out and not to strike back. These things can be done. In India it 
was not widespread enough to trans­
form the wThole society, but these move­
ments showed the way. For example, 
they inspired the formation of the Peace 
Brigades International now acting in 
Latin America* 

Let's recall for a moment how we 
went about fighting apartheid and 
compare this with Gandhi's methods. 

Before initiating civil disobedience in 
the 1920s, Gandhi persuaded the Indian 
Congress to adopt a "Constructive 
Programme". For India this meant: 

• Working to establish communal 
unity between different sections of the 
population. This included breaking 
down the practice of untouchability, 
including lepers and the hill tribes in 
society, upholding the equality of 
women with men and the participation 
of the peasants. 

• The promotion of self-reliance in 
respect of village industries, especially 
the manufacture of cloth as a basic 
activity of India's millions. 

• The promotion of health by educa­
tion, village sanitation and the prohibi­
tion of alcoholic liquor and drugs. 

• The development of new and basic 
education linked with adult education and the channelling of the 
abilities of students to the common good. 

• The establishment of labour unions and the achievement of eco­
nomic equality 

• The choice and the development of a national language. 
Gandhi believed that, if the effort of the whole nation was secured 

for this programme, the Indian people would stand up on their own 
feet and the British Raj would simply fall off their backs. 

But in practice, of course, it is difficult to get such unity and take 
such action. The British government was slill able to impose its will 
by legislation in some areas of Indian life and at these points civil 
disobedience was necessary lo clear away the legal obstructions. 

Gandhi said: "Civil disobedience can never be diverted for a gen­
eral cause such as independence. The issue must be definite and 
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capable of being clearly understood and within the power of the 
opponent to yield- Civil disobedience in terms of independence, 
without the co-operation of the millions by way ol constructive 
effort, is mere bravado and worse than useless " 

In South Africa we took the Freedom Charter as a kind oi inspira­
tional hope, but it was not a programme of action, Instead we used 
civil disobedience, which became "ungovernability'*, to bring 
apartheid down, intending thereafter to rebuild, We have to pay a 
price now, and we should not complain. It was a halt-baked 
approach, but better than all-out wan 

We used the methods of non-violence but not always the spint of 
non-violence, and I want to emphasise this. To Gandhi this spirit 
was fundamental Non-violence had to be based on love, even lor 
the opponent, and this is what made it so powerful. 

We used the methods of non-violence, bul sometimes the spirit of 
war It is the purpose of the Fellowship of Reconciliation to regain 
this spirit, 

Gandhi said: "Non-violence is a power that can be wielded 
equally by all - children, young men and women and grown people 
- provided they have a living faith in the God of Love and therefore 
equal love for all When non-violence is accepted as the law of life it 
must pervade the whole being and not be applied in isolated acts/* 

Two helpful tests can be applied to test current actions to ensure 
this spirit. Firstly, are we trying to weaken our opponents or to 
empower them? There are two kinds of power Good power is the 
human ability to co-operate voluntarily by persuasion. Evil power is 
the ability to coerce by fear or violence. It is the latter power that 
corrupts. 

The spirit of non-violence is to help one's opponent into a wider 
co-operation with the resl of humanity and with oneself. "Passive 
resistance is an all-sided sword; it can be used anyhow; it blesses 
him who uses it and him against whom it is used. Without drawing 
a drop of blood it produces far-reaching results/' 

'Non-violence had to be based on love, even 
for the opponent, and this is what made 

it so powerful* 

The second test of the spirit of non-violence is: who bears the suf­
fering, we or they? It is not always easy to get a clear answer here. If 
our non-violent action is designed to make the opponent suffer until 
forced to change, it's not in the spirit of non-violence- If we put our­
selves in the line of suffering to highlight and absorb the violent 
policies of the opponent, then we are acting in the spirit of love and 
truth. 

Gandhi wrote: "In the application of satyagraha, I discovered in 
the earliest stages that the pursuit of truth did not permit violence 
being inflicted on one's opponent but that he must be weaned from 
error by patience and sympathy. For what appears to be truth to the 
one may appear to be error to another And patience means self-suf­
fering. So the doctrine came to mean vindication of truth, not by 
infliction of suffering on the opponent, but on one's sell/' 

Gandhian non-violence is not a magic way of dispensing with 
injustice and violence without any effort, sacrifice or risk. But it is 
far less risky and costly than war. 

This is an edited version of an address given to a symposium hosted 
by the Fellowship of Reconciliation Group in Cape Town. 
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finding it difficult to reach consensus on bread and butter issues. 
Slabbert said this reflected a fundamental contradiction which 

would have to be resolved: a democratic constitution could not be 
built on an apartheid budget There was 
no short-term solution to existing prob­
lems in housing, education, health and 
social services, but it was vital that solu­
tions be found. 

Stability was also an issue which 
could threaten the success of the traasi-
tion. Slabbert said the different political 
parties were "highly unresolved" on 
this question. 

"If we don't settle stability it will be 
difficult to settle legitimacy. If there is 
no legitimacy, there will be no growth 
and if there is no growth, there can be 
no redistribution/' 

Van Zyt Slahbcrl 

'The politics of liberation is changing 

in tone and nature to become the politics of 

government responsibility' 

Holding elections would not necessarily stabilise the political sit­
uation in the country, nor would it consequently ensure legitimacy; 
He said other countries which had gone through transitions to 
democracy, such as Chile and Poland, had opted to first settle the 
thorny issue of stability before moving on to elections. 

On I May South Africa would get a government of national unity, 
but Slabbert cautioned (hat governments of national unity had a 
tendency lo spend because they had to buy off people's anger. They 
were also not necessarily capable of solving problems, 

Slabbert listed five possible problem areas: 
• Composition of the government; 
• Co-oniination ol the administrative and executive authorities 

via the civil service; 
• Stability of local communities; 
• Delivery of services; 
• Political populism-
The matter of the participation of the right wing in the new gov* 

ernment would need to be resolved. It might be possible to attempt 
to ensure stability by giving the Cabinet portfolios of law and order, 
agriculture and the army to the right wing, while the ANC took 
responsibility for health, housing and education. 

At the level of local government, Slabbert reiterated his concern 
that the national election would not deal with problems experienced 
by communities on the ground. He questioned whether people had 
a sense of ownership and how this could be created. Unless services 
were delivered to local communities, the transition would falter* 

Slabbert noted that the politics of liberation was changing in tone 
and nature to become the politics of government responsibility* The 
populist nature of the politics practised in the broad mass demo­
cratic movement would also be challenged 

He suggested that a first indication of the tensions that would 
need to be resolved was the clash between Cosatu and the ANC. in 
the persons of Sim Shilowa and Cyril Ramaphosa, over agreements 
reached in multi-party talks which did not endorse certain workers' 
demands. 
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