Gandhi

a fight against discrimination

Reading Documents and Photographs

In this lesson plan, learners will be asked to extract information from a document, photographs
and an exfract from Gandhi's speech on the occasion of the burning of registration certificates
in 1908. They will be able to explore the motives of the Transvaal Government in issuing
passes to male Indians over the age of eight and the bitter feelings it stired up among the
Indian community. Learners will be introduced to Gandhi's political philosophy —

satyagraha - translated as ‘the force which is born of truth and love or non-violence'.

There is a great deal to say about MK Gandhi. This lesson plan focuses
only on the protest against the Transvaal Asiatic Registration Act led

by Gandhi in 1908.

ﬁlamyimagu-
Gandhi and the Protest Against
Passes (1869 - 1948)

n 1906, the Transvaal government

introduced the Asiatic Law Amendment

Ordinance. This required “Asiatics”, eight
years and older, to carry passes for which
they had to register by giving thumb and
fingerprints of both hands. The registration
certificates had to be produced on demand
and failure to do this would mean a fine of
100 pounds or three months in prison.

Gandhi was arrested for defying the
registration process at the beginning of
1908. He then entered into negotiations with
Jan Smuts. Gandhi said that he would ask all
Asiatics to register voluntarily (then they
wouldn't have to suffer the humiliation of
being forced to do so), if parts of the Asiatic
Registration Act were not passed into law.
He took a big risk by offering to ensure that
people registered voluntarily. Some people
classified as “Asiatics” said that Gandhi was
a traitor, and he was even assaulted.

Then, to make it worse, Smuts went against
his promise. In July 1908, local municipalities
started sending out notices that the
Transvaal Asiatic Registration Act of 1908
would soon be implemented. The
government said that those people who had
already taken out registration certificates
voluntarily would not be able to recall them.
Thus, the decision was made to burn all the
cards already in existence. People handed in
their certificates to be burned at a meeting of
about three thousand people near the
Fordsburg Mosque on the 16th August 1908.
Chinese representatives sat on the platform
with the Indian Congress leaders, including
Gandhi.
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Gandhi’s Speech at the pass burning

“...unenfranchised though we are, unrepresented though we are in the Transvaal, it
is open to us to clothe ourselves with an undying franchise, and this consists in
recognizing our humanity, in recognizing that we are part and parcel of the great
universal whole, that there is the Maker of us ruling over the destinies of mankind and
that our trust should be in Him rather than in earthly kings, and if my countrymen
recognize that position | say that no matter what legislation is passed over our heads,
if that legislation is in conflict with our ideas of right and wrong, if it is in conflict with
our conscience, if it is in conflict with our religion, then we can say we shall not submit
to that legislation. We use no physical force, but we accept the sanction that the
legislature provides, we accept the penalties that the legislature provides. | refuse to
call this defiance, but | consider that it is a perfectly respectful attitude, for a man, for
a human being who calls himself man.

But what is more, Mr Chamney (head of the Registration Department) has been less
than a man in putting his signature before a justice of the Peace to an affidavit that
was made on oath to the effect that he was present on the interview on the 3rd day
of February and General Smuts never promised repeal of the Act. | say that that
affidavit is untrue. He not only listened to the promise made by General Smuts as to
the repeal of the Act, but he repeated that promise to me; he mentioned that promise
to me, if once, twelve times, and each time he said that General Smuts was going to
play the game, that he was going to repeal the Act.”

Originally published in the newspaper Indian Opinion 22 August, 1908. Republished in Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi
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for England in July 1914 Alamy Images

Learner Activities

This lesson has been developed by the South
African History Archive (SAHA)
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