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Anticolonialism in India
and Southeast Asia

By the late nineteenth century, when Indians were already in a full-scale debate
about their relationship with Great Britain and some were demanding inde-
pendence, many Southeast Asians were experiencing direct European political
control for the first time. Nonetheless, in the first half of the twentieth century,
developments in both areas showed some marked similarities. National-
ism swept through the Indian population, and despite their many differences
in religion, education, and caste status, millions of Indians came to agree that
Great Britain should “quit India” and allow Indian self-rule. Nationalism also
intensified in Southeast Asia, especially in Vietnam and the Dutch East Indies,
where force was needed to suppress anticolonial movements in both areas in
the 1920s and 1930s.

The reasons for this upsurge of anti-European sentiment included revivals of
Hinduism in India, Buddhism in Burma, and Islam in Southeast Asia, all of which
heightened people’s awareness of their differences from the West; the emergence
of Japan, which demonstrated that an Asian nation could become a great power; the
carnage of World War |, which raised doubts about the Europeans’ “superiority”;
and the spread of Western education and political ideologies. Most telling, how-
ever, was anger over the disparity between the Europeans’ stated good intentions
about their colonies’ futures and their actual record of economic exploitation, racial
prejudice, and authoritarian rule.

To these factors were added the influence of charismatic leaders such as
Mohandas Gandhi, who drew the Indian masses into the nationalist movement;
Jawaharlal Nehru, who guided the Indian Congress Party after 1941; Ho Chi Minh,
who built a strong nationalist coalition in Vietnam; and Achmed Sukarno, who ral-
lied Indonesian nationalists despite opposition from the Dutch.

World War |l was the catalyst for the creation of independent nations through-
out the region in the late 1940s and the 1950s, but events and leaders of the first
half of the twentieth century set the stage.

Gandhi’s Vision for India
96 - MOHANDAS GANDHI, INDIAN HOME RULE

Mohandas Gandhi, the outstanding figure in modern Indian history, was born in
1869 in a village north of Mumbai on the Arabian Sea. His father was a government
official who presided over an extended family with strict Hindu practices. Gandhi
studied law in England, and after failing to establish a legal practice in Mumbai moved
to South Africa in 1893 to serve the country’s large Indian population.
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In South Africa, he became incensed over discriminatory laws against Indians,
many of whom were indentured servants employed by whites or petty mer-
chants. During his struggle to improve the lot of South Africa’s Indian population,
Gandhi developed his philosophy of satyagraha, usually translated into English as
“soul force.” Satyagraha sought justice not through violence but through love, a
willingness to suffer, and conversion of the oppressor. Central to Gandhi’s strategy
was nonviolent resistance: his followers disobeyed unjust laws and accepted the
consequences—even beatings and imprisonment—to reach the hearts of the British
and change their thinking.

Gandhi first wrote about his theories of satyagraha in 1908 after meeting with a
group of Indians in England who favored force to oust the British. In response, he
composed a pamphilet, “Hind Swaraj,” or “Indian Home Rule,” in which he explains
his theory of nonviolent resistance and his doubts about the benefits of modern
civilization. Written as a dialogue between a “reader” and an “editor” (Gandhi),
“Indian Home Rule” was printed in hundreds of editions and still serves as the best
summary of Gandhi’s philosophy.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

l. What does Gandhi see as the major deficiency of modern civilization?

2. According to Gandhi, how has civilization specifically affected women?

3. Why does Gandhi have faith that Hindus and Muslims will be able to live in peace
in Indja?

4. What, according to Gandhi, is true civilization, and what is India’s role in
preserving it?

5. What leads Gandhi to his conviction that love is stronger than force?

6. Why did Gandhi’s attack on civilization gain him support among the Indian

masses?
Chapter VI bodily welfare the object of life. We will take
some examples: The people of Europe today live
Civilization in better-built houses than they did 2 hundred

; ; cars ago. This is considered an emblem of civili-
ReapEr: Now you will have to explain what you 7 =

B zation, and this is also a matter to promore bodily
mean by civilization. . . .

happiness. Formerly, they wore skins, and used
Eprror: Let us first consider what state of things a5 their weapons spears. Now, they wear long
is described by the word “civilization.” Tts true trousers, and for embellishing their bodies they
test lies in the fact that people living in it make wear a variety of clothing, and, instead of spears,

Source: Mohandas Gandhi, Indian Home Rule (Madras, India:  Copyright @ 967 by Harper & Row, Publishers, Reprinted
Ganesh & Co., 1922), pp. 3035, 47-50, 63, 64,85,68,90,91. by permission of the authors.
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they carry with them revolvers containing five or
more chambers. If people of a certain country,
who have hitherto not been in the habit of wear-
ing much clothing, boorts, etc., adopt European
clothing, they are supposed to have become civi-
lized out of savagery. Formerly, in Europe, peo-
ple plowed their lands mainly by manual labor.
Now, one man can plow a vast tract by means of
steam-engines, and can thus amass great wealth.
This is called a sign of civilization. Formerly, the
fewest men wrote books, that were most valu-
able. Now, anybody writes and prints anything
he likes and poisons people’s minds. Formerly,
men traveled in wagons; now they fly through
the air, in crains at the rate of four hundred
and more miles per day. This is considered the
height of civilization. It has been stated that, as
men progress, they shall be able to travel in air-
ships and reach any part of the world in a few
hours. Men will not need the use of their hands
and feet. They will press a button, and they will
have their clothing by their side. They will press
another button, and they will have their news-
paper. A third, and a motor-car will be in waiting
for them. They will have a variety of delicately
dished up food. Everything will be done by
machinery. Formerly, when people wanted to
fight with one another, they measured between
them their bodily strength; now it is possible to
take away thousands of lives by one man working
behind a gun from a hill. This is civilization. For-
merly, men worked in the open air only so much
as they liked. Now, thousands of workmen meet
together and for the sake of maintenance work in
factories or mines. Their condition is worse than
that of beasts. They are obliged to work, at the
risk of their lives, at most dangerous occupations,
for the sake of millionaires. Formerly, men were
made slaves under physical compulsion, now they
are enslaved by tempration of money and of the
luxuries that money can buy. There are now dis-
eases of which people never dreamed before, and
an army of doctors is engaged in finding out their

cures, and so hospitals have increased. This is a
test of civilization. Formetrly, special messengers
were required and much expense was incurred in
order to send letters; today, anyone can abuse his
fellow by means of a letter for one penny. True,
at the same cost, one can send one’s thanks also.
Formerly, people had two or three meals consist-
ing of homemade bread and vegetables; now,
they require something to eat every two hours,
so that they have hardly leisure for anything else.
What more need I say? All this you can ascertain
from several auchoritative books, These are all
true tests of civilization. And, if any one speaks
to the contrary, know that he is ignorant. This
civilization takes note neither of morality nor of
religion. . . .

This civilization is irreligion, and it has taken
such a hold on the people in Europe that those
who are in it appear to be half mad. They lack
real physical strength or courage. They keep up
their energy by intoxication. They can hardly
be happy in solitcude. Women, who should be
the queens of houscholds, wander in the streets,
or they slave away in factories. For the sake of
a pittance, half a million women in England
alone are laboring under trying circumstances in
factories or similar institutions. This awful fact is
one of the causes of the daily growing suffragette
movement.

'This civilization is such that one has only to be
patient and it will be self-destroyed.

Chapter X
The Hindus and the Muslims

Reapgr: But I am impatient to hear your answer
to my question. Has the introduction of Islam not
unmade the nation?

Eprror: India cannot cease to be one nation be-
cause people belonging to different religions live
in it. The introduction of foreigners does not
necessarily destroy the nation, they merge in it
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A country is one nation only when such a condi-
tion obtains in it. That country must have a faculty
for assimilation. India has ever been such a coun-
try. In reality, there are as many religions as there
are individuals, but those who are conscious of
the spirit of nationality do not interfere with one
another’s religion. If they do, they are not fit to
be considered a nation. If the Hindus believe that
India should be peopled only by Hindus, they are
living in dreamland. The Hindus, the Muslims,
the Parsees’ and the Christians who have made
India their country are fellow-countrymen, and
they will have to live in unity if only for their own
interest. In no part of the world are one nationality
and one religion synonymous terms; nor has it
ever been so in India.

Reaper: But what about the inborn enmity be-
tween Hindus and Muslims?

Eprror: That phrase has been invented by our
murual enemy.? When the Hindus and Muslims
fought against one another, they certainly spoke
in chat strain. They have long since ceased
to fight. How, then, can there be any inborn
enmity? Pray remember this oo, that we did not
cease to fight only after British occupation. The
Hindus flourished under Muslim sovereigns and
Muslims under the Hindu. Each party recog-
nized that mutval fighting was suicidal, and thar
neither party would abandon its religion by force
of arms. Both parties, therefore, decided to live
in peace. With the English advent the quarrels
recommenced. . . .

Hindus and Muslims own the same ancestors,
and the same blood runs through their veins. Do
people become enemies because they change their
religion? Is the God of the Muslim different from
the God of the Hindu? Religions are different

'Followers of the Zoroastrian religion who fled India when
Islamic armies conquered Persia in the seventh century C.E.

roads converging to the same point. What does
it matter that we take different roads, so long as
we reach the same goal? Wherein is the cause for
quarreling?

Chapter XIII
What Is True Civilization?

Reaper: You have denounced railways, lawyers
and doctors. I can see that you will discard all
machinery. What, then, is civilization?

Epiror: The answer to that question is not dif-
ficult. T believe that the civilization India has
evolved is not to be beaten in the world. Nothing
can equal the seeds sown by our ancestors. Rome
went, Greece shared the same fate, the might of
the Pharaohs was broken, Japan has become west-
ernized, of China nothing can be said, but India is
still, somehow or other, sound at the foundation.
The people of Europe learn their lessons from the
writings of the men of Greece or Rome, which
exist no longer in their former glory. In trying
to learn from them, the Europeans imagine that
they will avoid the mistakes of Greece and Rome.
Such is their pitiable condition. In the midst of
all this, India remains immovable, and that is her
glory. Tt is a charge against India that her people
are so uncivilized, ignorant, and stolid, that it is
not possible to induce them to adopt any changes.
It is a charge really against our merit, Whar we
have tested and found true on the anvil of experi-
ence, we dare not change. Many thrust their ad-
vice upon India, and she remains steady. This is
her beauty; it is the sheet-anchor of our hope.
Civilization is that mode of conduct which
points out to man the path of duty. Performance
of duty and observance of morality are convertible

*The British.
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terms. To observe morality is to attain mastery
over our mind and our passions. So doing, we
know ourselves. The Gujarati® equivalent for civi-
lization means “good conduct.” If this definition
be correct, then India, as so many writers have
shown, has nothing to learn from anybody else,
and this is as it should be.

Chapter XVII
Passive Resistance

Reaper: Is there any historical evidence as to
the success of what vou have called soul-force or
truth-force? No instance seems to have happened
of any nation having risen through soul-force. I
still think thar the evil-doers will not cease doing
evil without physical punishment.

Eprror: . . . The force of love is the same as the
force of the soul or truth. We have evidence of its
working at every step. The universe would disap-
pear without the existence of that force. Bur you
ask for hisrorical evidence. It is, therefore, neces-
sary to know what history means. . . .

The fact that there are so many men still alive in
the world shows that it is based not on the force of
arms but on the force of truth or love. Therefore the
greatest and most unimpeachable evidence of the
success of this force is to be found in the fact that, in
spite of the wars of the world, it sill lives on.

Thousands, indeed, tens of thousands, depend
for their existence on a very active working of this
force. Little quarrels of millions of families in cheir
daily lives disappear before the exercise of this
force. Hundreds of nations live in peace. History
does not and cannot take note of this fact. History
is really a record of every interruption of the even
working of the force of love or of the soul. . . .
Soul-force, being natural, is not noted in history.

ReApER: According to what you say, it is plain
that instances of the kind of passive resistance are

*An Indian dialect spoken in Gujarat, in narthwest India.

not to be found in history. It is necessary ro under-
stand this passive resistance more fully. It will be
better, therefore, if you enlarge upon it.

Eprror: Passive resistance is a method of secur-
ing rights by personal suffering; it is the reverse
of resistance by arms. When I refuse to do a thing
that is repugnant to my conscience, I use soul-
force. For instance, the government of the day has
passed a law which is applicable to me: I do not
like it; if, by using violence, I force the govern-
ment to repeal the law, I am employing what may
be termed body-force. If I do not obey the law and
accept the penalty for its breach, I use soul-force.
Tt involves sacrifice of self,

Everybody admits that sacrifice of self is
infinitely superior to sacrifice of others. More-
over, if this kind of force is used in a cause that
is unjust, only the person using it suffers. He
does not make others suffer for his mistakes.
Men have before now done many things which
were subsequently found to have been wrong.
No man can claim to be abselutely in the right,
or that a particular thing is wrong, because he
thinks so, but it is wrong for him so long as that
is his deliberate judgment. It is, therefore, meet
[proper] that he should not do that which he
knows to be wrong, and suffer the consequence
whatever it may be. This is the key to the use of
soul-force. . . .

ReaDER: From what you say, I deduce that pas-
sive resistance is a splendid weapon of the weak
but that, when they are strong, they may take up
arms.

Eprror: This is gross ignorance. Passive resis-
tance, that is, soul-force, is matchless. It is superior
to the force of arms. How, then, can it be con-
sidered only a weapon of the weak? Physical-force
men are strangers to the courage that is requisite
in a passive resister. Do you believe that a coward
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can ever disobey a law that he dislikes? Extrem-
ists are considered to be advocates of brute-force.
Why do they, then, ralk about obeying laws? I do
not blame them. They can say nothing else. When
they succeed in driving out the English, and they
themselves become governors, they will want you
and me to obey their laws. And that is a fitting
thing for their constitution. But a passive resister
will say he will not obey a law thar is against his
conscience, cven though he may be blown to
pieces at the mouth of a cannon.

What do you think? Wherein is courage re-
quired—in blowing others to pieces from behind
a cannon or with a smiling face to approach a
cannon and to be blown to pieces? Who is the
true warrior—he who keeps death always as a

bosom-friend or he who controls the death of
others? Believe me that a man devoid of courage
and manhood can never be a passive resister.

This, however, I will admit: that even a man,
weak in body, is capable of offering this resis-
tance. One man can offer it just as well as mil-
lions. Both men and women can indulge in it. It
does not require the training of an armyj; it needs
no Jiu-jitsu. Control over the mind is alone nec-
essary, and, when that is attained, man is free like
the king of the forest, and his very glance withers
the enemy.

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 resulss.

A Vietnamese Condemnation of French Rule

97 + NGUYEN THAI HOC, LETTER TO THE FRENCH CHAMBER
OF DEPUTIES

Having taken control of Vietnam'’s southern region, known as Cochin China, in the
[860s, the French extended their authority over Tongking (northern Vietnam) and
Annam (central Vietnam) in the mid-1880s. Convinced of their civilizing mission, the
French sought to undermine Vietnam’s Confucian culture by creating a French-trained
Vietnamese elite willing to cooperate with the colonial regime. Although some mem-
bers of Vietnam’s upper class resisted French rule (including the young emperor
Duy Tén, whose plot to overthrow the French was uncovered in 191 6), most at first
sought some sort of compromise between Western culture and Confucianism,

Revolutionary nationalistic movements gained adherents in the 1920s, however,
as Vietnamese anger grew over continued exploitation and repression, even though
90,000 Vietnamese troops and laborers had helped the French during World War .
The leading nationalist organization was the Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang (Vietnamese
Nationalist Party, or VNQDD), founded in 1927 by Nguyen Thai Hoc, a teacher
from Hanoi. As a young man, he sought to improve conditions in Vietnam through
moderate reforms but became disillusioned with the French and turned to revo-
lution. In 1929, with VNQDD membership at about 1,500, its leaders plotted an
anti-French insurrection. The uprising, known as the Yen Bai Revolt, was crushed
in 1930, and the VNQDD leaders were arrested and executed.

While awaiting his execution, Nguyen Thai Hoc wrote the following letter to
France's parliament, the Chamber of Deputies. A defense of his actions and a denun-
ciation of French colonialism, the letter was also released to the Vietnamese public.



