
133

UNIT 11  NATIONALIST MOVEMENT 
UNDER MAHATMA GANDHI

Structure 
11.0 	 Objectives
11.1 	 Introduction 
11.2 	 Knowing the Country
11.3 	 The Gandhian Ideological Tools and Methods of Mass Mobilization 
	 11.3.1	Satyagraha
	 11.3.2	Non-Violence
	 11.3.3 	Use of Religious Idioms
	 11.3.4	Idea of Hind Swaraj
	 11.3.5	Swadeshi
11.4	 Gandhi’s Plunge into Indian Politics 
	 11.4.1	Champaran’s Experiment in Mass Mobilization
	 11.4.2 	Kheda
	 11.4.3 	Ahmedabad
	 11.4.4	Rowlatt Act Satyagraha
11.5 	 Non-Cooperation Movement
	 11.5.1	The Issue of Khilafat
	 11.5.2	Main Phases of the Non-Cooperation
	 11.5.3	Popular Response to the Movement and End of Movement 
11.6 	 Civil Disobedience Movement 
	 11.6.1	Gandhi’s Efforts to Gain Concessions 
	 11.6.2 	Beginning of the Movement
	 11.6.3	Movement Spreads
	 11.6.4 	Gandhi-Irwin Pact, Round Table Conference and Second Phase 
11.7 	 Background of the Quit India Movement
	 11.7.1 	Cripps Proposals
	 11.7.2	Call for ‘Do or Die’ and the Beginning of Movement
	 11.7.3	Broadening of Movement and Government Repression
	 11.7.4	Repression 
11.8	 Let Us Sum Up
11.9	 Answers to Check Your Progress Exercises

11.0	  OBJECTIVES

 After reading this unit you will be able to explain:
●● Gandhi’s emergence as a mass leader,
●● Gandhi’s ideas, methods and techniques of mass mobilization,
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History of India : 1707-1950 ●● Gandhi’s role in movements like Champaran, Rowlatt Act, Non-
Cooperation, Civil Disobedience and Quit India movement, and 

●● The role played by masses and various social groups in Gandhi’s led 
movements.

11.1	  INTRODUCTION 

Mahatma Gandhi played a key role in transforming the content, ideology 
and range of Indian politics during the National Movement. With his entry 
into politics there opened a new phase of struggle. With the shift to mass 
mobilization, he remained the dominant personality during the National 
Movement and played a crucial role in directing the struggle against British 
imperialism. In the initial stage of his entry into Indian politics, Gandhi 
tried to understand Indian economic, social and political reality and applied 
new forms of struggle. During his stay in South Africa Gandhi fought 
against racial discrimination which denied to the Indian community human 
rights necessary for leading a civilized life. So he was experienced in the 
techniques of political mobilization. After his return from South Africa, 
Gandhi emerged the most prominent leader of Indian national movement 
and using his new techniques of mass mobilization he was able to secure 
participation of poorer peasants, youth and women. This was visible in 
the series of movements like Non-Cooperation, Civil Disobedience and 
Quit India movement. So, understanding Gandhi’s ideas and techniques is 
essential to understand his influence on the National Movement.

11.2	  KNOWING THE COUNTRY

Gandhi reached India on January 9, 1915 and was given a warm welcome 
for his partial victory in South Africa. In India, the moderate leader Gokhale 
was his political Guru. He wanted Gandhi to join the Servants of India 
Society. But Gandhi could not become its member because some members 
of the society strongly opposed his entry. Gokhale had extracted a promise 
from Gandhi that he would not express any opinion or political matters 
for a year. Gandhi spent 1915, and most of 1916 touring India and visiting 
places as far as Sindh and Rangoon, Banaras and Madras. He also visited 
Rabindranath Tagore’s Shantiniketan, and then the kumbh fair at Hardwar. 
All this helped Gandhi in the better understanding of his countrymen and the 
conditions in India. In 1915 Gandhi had set up an Ashram at Ahmedabad on 
the bank of the Sabarmati. Here Gandhi lived with his close associates who 
were being trained in the rigorous of moral life essential for a satyagrahi.
At this time Gandhi took very little interest in political matters, and at his 
meetings he mostly spoke on his experiences in South Africa and the ideas 
he had formulated there. When Annie Besant approached Gandhi to join 
her in founding a Home Rule League he refused on the ground that he did 
not wish to embarrass the British government during the war. In 1915, he 
attended the Congress session, but avoided speaking on important issues 
like self government. Gandhi welcomed the unity move of bringing back 
Tilak and others who were earlier excluded from the Congress. But at the 
same time Gandhi made it clear that he did not belong to any group. He 
attended the reunited session of the Congress but refused to speak on issues 
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which would have meant aligning himself with a particular group. He spoke 
strongly on the indentured labourers recruitment and a resolution was passed 
for the abolition of this practice.

11.3  THE GANDHIAN IDEOLOGICAL TOOLS AND 
METHODS OF MASS MOBILIZATION 

In this part we will study the main aspects of Gandhian ideology. Before 
we discuss Gandhi’s ideology it is necessary to mention that there were 
various influences which worked on Gandhi and helped him in evolving 
his philosophy. His autobiography makes it clear that the outlook of his 
parents and the socio-religious millieu of his native place left a profound 
influence on him. In particular, the values of  Vaishnavism and the tradition 
of Jainism shaped his early thoughts. Moreover, some Hindu texts like the 
Bhagavata Gita also influenced him. The Gospels (especially the Sermon 
on the Mount) and the writings of Tolstoy, Thoreau and Ruskin also greatly 
influenced his thinking. However, Gandhi was primarily a man of action and 
his own experiences in life helped him more than his readings in evolving 
and shaping his ideology.

11.3.1  Satyagraha

The chief aspect of Gandhi’s ideology was Satyagraha i.e. ‘truth-force’. As 
mentioned earlier, it was evolved by Gandhi in South Africa but after it had 
been fully developed it became a dominant element in India’s struggle for 
freedom from 1919 onwards. For Gandhi, the Satyagraha was to be used 
so that by self suffering and not by violence the enemy could be converted 
to one’s own view. Gandhi made a distinction between the Satyagraha and 
passive resistance, when he wrote:
“The latter (passive resistance) has been conceived as a weapon of the weak 
and does not exclude the use of physical force or violence for the purpose of 
gaining one’s end; whereas the former (Satyagraha) has been conceived as 
a weapon of the strongest, and excludes the use of violence in any shape.”
In fact, for Gandhi, Satyagraha was not merely a political tactic but part 
of a total philosophy of life and ideology of action. Gandhi believed that 
the search for truth was the goal of human life. Since no one could know 
the ultimate Truth one should never attack another’s integrity or prevent 
another’s search for truth.

11.3.2  Non-Violence

Non-Violence formed the basis of Satyagraha. Gandhi emphasized that 
non-violent Satyagraha could be practised by common people for achieving 
political ends. But some time Gandhi took a position which fell short of 
complete non-violence. His repeated insistence that even violence is 
preferable to a cowardly surrender to injustice sometimes created a delicate 
problem of interpretation. In practice, Satyagraha could assume various 
forms – fasting, non-violent picketing, different types of non-cooperation 
and ultimately in politics, civil disobedience in willing anticipation of the 
legal penalty. Gandhi firmly believed that all these forms of Satyagraha 
were pure means to achieve pure ends. 
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Another important aspect of Gandhi’s ideology was his attitude towards 
religion. Religion for Gandhi was not a doctrinal formulation of any 
religious system but a basic truth underlying all formal religions. Gandhi 
described religion as the struggle for Truth. His conviction was that religion 
could not be relegated to the realm of private opinion but must influence 
and permeate all activities of men. He was convinced that religion provided 
the fundamental basis for political action in India. Gandhi also used the 
religious idiom through concepts like ‘Ram Rajya’ to mobilize people in the 
National Movement. 

11.3.4  Idea of Hind Swaraj

The other important feature of Gandhian thought was the body of ideas 
which he illustrated in his book Hind Swaraj (1909). In this work, Gandhi 
pointed out that the real enemy was not the British political domination but 
the modern western civilization which was luring India into its stranglehold. 
He believed that the Indians educated in western style, particularly lawyers, 
doctors, teachers and industrialists, were undermining Indian’s ancient 
heritage by insidiously spreading modern ways. He critized railways as they 
had spread plague and produced famines by encouraging the export of food 
grains. Here he saw Swaraj or self rule as a state of life which could only 
exist where Indians followed their traditional civilization uncorrupted by 
modem civilization. Gandhi wrote:
“Indian’s salvation consists in unlearning what she has learnt during the 
past 50 years or so. The Railways, telegraphs, hospitals, lawyers, doctors 
and such like have to go and the so-called upper classes have to learn to 
live consciously and religiously and deliberately the simple life of peasant.”
Later on, Gandhi tried to give concrete shape to his social and economic 
ideas by taking up the programme of Khadi, village reconstruction and 
Harijan welfare (which included the removal of untouchability). It is true 
that these efforts of Gandhi could not completely solve the problem of 
the rural people, but it cannot be denied that this programme of Gandhi 
succeeded in improving their conditions to a certain extent and making the 
whole country conscious of the new need for its social and economic re-
construction.

11.3.5  Swadeshi

Gandhi advocated swadeshi which meant the use of things belonging 
to one’s own country, particularly stressing the replacement of foreign 
machine made goods with Indian handmade cloth. This was his solution to 
the poverty of peasants who could spin at home to supplement their income 
and his cure for the drain of money to England in payment for imported 
cloth. 

11.4   GANDHI’S PLUNGE INTO INDIAN POLITICS 

Gandhi’s entry into Indian politics occurred in the 1917-1918, when he 
became involved in three local issues concerning with Champaran indigo 
farmers, the Ahmedabad textile workers and the Kheda peasants. In these 
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disputes Gandhi deployed his technique of Satyagraha and his victories in 
all these cases ultimately paved the way for his emergence as an all India 
leader. Here we will focus only on Champaran case to understand Gandhi’s 
methods and techniques of mass mobilization. 
11.4.1  Champaran’s Experiment in Mass Mobilization
Champaran in the Tirhut division of North Bihar had been seething with 
agrarian discontent for some time. European planters had established indigo 
farms and factories in Champaran at the beginning of the 19th century. 
By 1916-17, a large part of Champaran was held by three proprietors, the 
Bettiah, Ram Nagar and Madhuban estates. Bettiah was the largest estate 
consisting of over one and half thousand villages. Most of these villages 
were not managed by landlords but were leased to thikadars or temporary 
tenure holders, of whom the most influential group was European indigo 
planters. The basic issue of the trouble was the system of indirect cultivation 
whereby peasants leased land from planters, binding themselves to grow 
indigo each year on specified land in return for an advance at the beginning 
of the cultivation season.
Indigo was cultivated under the system called Tinkathia by which a tenant 
had to cultivate indigo at three-twentieths of his holdings, which generally 
constituted the best portion of the land. Although some small modifications 
were made in the Tinkathia system in 1908, it did not bring any material 
change in the degrading conditions of the tenants. Planters always forced 
them to sell their crop for a fixed and usually uneconomic price. At this 
time the demand of Indian indigo in the world market was declining due 
to the increasing production of synthetic indigo in Germany. Most planters 
at Champaran realised that indigo cultivation was no longer a paying 
proposition. The planters tried to save their own position by forcing the 
tenants to bear the burden of their losses. They offered to release the tenants 
from growing indigo (which was a basic condition in their agreement with 
planters) if the latter paid compensation or damages. Apart from this, the 
planters heavily inflated the rents and imposed many illegal levies on the 
tenants.
Gandhi took no interest in the case of indigo cultivators of Champaran 
when this question was discussed at the Lucknow session of the Congress in 
1916 on the ground that he knew nothing about the matter. But Raj Kumar 
Shukla a peasant from Champaran, persuaded Gandhi to visit Champaran. 
Gandhi arrived in Bihar and started making investigations in person. When 
he reached Motihari, the headquarters of the district of Champaran, he was 
served with an order to quit Champaran as he was regarded a danger to the 
public peace. Gandhi decided to disobey the order. He was immediately 
arrested and tried in the district court. But the Bihar government ordered the 
Commissioner and District Magistrate to abandon proceedings and grant 
to Gandhi the facilities for investigation. Gandhi was warned not to stir up 
trouble, but he was free to continue his investigations into the cultivators’ 
grievances.
The Government appointed Champaran Agrarian Committee with Gandhi as 
one of its members. The committee unanimously recommended the abolition 
of Tinkathia system and many illegal exactions under which the tenants 
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the committee recommended 25% refund. The major recommendations of 
the Committee were included in the Champaran Agrarian Act of 1917. 
In this agitation, the chief supporters of Gandhi came from the educated 
middle class. For instance, Rajendra Prasad, Gorakh Prasad, Kirpalani and 
some other educated persons from the cities worked as his close associates. 
Local Mahajans traders and village Mukhtars (attorneys) also helped 
him. But it was the peasantry which gave him the real massive support. 
Gandhi approached them in a most simple and unassuming manner. In the 
countryside, he often walked on foot or travelled in a bullock cart. He came 
where ordinary people lived and talked about their fight in the language 
they understood.

11.4.2  Kheda

Gandhi’s second intervention was for the peasants of Kheda in Gujarat 
where his method of Satyagraha came under a severe test. Most of Kheda 
was a fertile tract and the crop of food grains, tobacco and cotton produced 
here had a convenient and sizeable market in Ahmedabad. There were many 
rich peasant proprietors called Patidars or from the Kunbi caste. Besides, 
a large number of small peasants and landless labourers also lived in this 
region.
In 1917 excessive rain considerably damaged the Kharif crop in Kheda. 
This coincided with an increase in the price of kerosene, iron, cloth and 
salt because of which the cost of living for the peasantry went up. In view 
of the poor harvest, the peasants demanded the remission of land revenue. 
The ‘revenue code’ provided for a total remission if the crops were less than 
twenty five per cent of the normal production. Two Bombay barristers, V.J. 
Patel and G.K. Parakh made the enquiries and reached the conclusion that a 
major portion of the crop was damaged. But the government did not agree 
with their findings. After enquiry into the state of the crop in Kheda the 
Collector decided that there was no justification for the remission of land 
revenue. The official contention was that the agitation was not a spontaneous 
expression of the peasant discontent but was started by ‘outsiders’ or 
members of the Home Rule League and Gujarat Sabha of which Gandhi 
was the president at that time. The truth was that initiative for the agitation 
against payment of revenue came neither from Gandhi nor from the other 
Ahmedabad politicians; it was raised by local village leaders like Mohanlal 
Pandya of Kapadvanj taluka in Kheda.
Gandhi maintained that the officials had over-valued the crops and the 
cultivators were entitled to a suspension of revenue as a legal right and not 
as a concession by grace. After a lot of hesitation he decided to launch a 
Satyagraha movement on 22 March 1918. He inaugurated the Satyagraha at 
a meeting in Nadiad, and urged the peasants not to pay their land revenue. 
He toured villages and gave moral support to the peasants in refusing to pay 
revenue, and to expel their fear of the government authority.
Gandhi was also assisted in this struggle by lndulal Yajnik. Vallabhbhai Patel 
and Anasuya Sarabhai. The Satyagraha reached at its peak by 21 April when 
2,337 peasants pledged not to pay revenue. Most of the Patidars took part 
in this Satyagraha. Some poorer peasants were coerced by the government 
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into paying the revenue. Moreover, a good Rabi crop had weakened the case 
for remission. Gandhi began to realise that peasantry was on the verge of 
exhaustion. He decided to call off the agitation when the government issued 
instructions that land revenue should be recovered from only those who had 
the capacity to pay and no pressure should be exerted on the genuinely poor 
peasants. This agitation did not have a uniform effect on the area. Only 70 
villages out of 559 in Kheda were actually involved in it and it was called 
off after a token concession. But this agitation certainly helped Gandhi in 
broadening his social base in the rural Gujarat.

11.4.3 Ahmedabad

Gandhi organized the third campaign in Ahmedabad where he intervened 
in a dispute between the mill owners and workers. Ahmedabad was 
becoming the leading industrial town in Gujarat. But the millowners often 
faced scarcity. of labour and they had to pay high wages to attract enough 
millhands. In 1917 plague outbreak made labour shortage more acute 
because it drove many workers away from Ahmedabad to the countryside. 
To dissuade the workers from leaving the town, the millowners decided to 
pay ‘Plague Bonus’ which was sometimes as high as 75% of the normal 
wages of the workers. After the epidemic was over, the millowners decided 
to discontinue the Plague Bonus. But the workers opposed the employers 
move and argued that it was helping them to offset the war time rise in the 
cost of living. The millowners were prepared to give 20% increase but the 
workers were demanding a 50% raise in the wages in view of the price hike.
Gandhi was kept informed about the working conditions in Ahmedabad 
mills by one of the secretaries of the Gujarat Sabha. Gandhi knew Ambalal 
Sarabhai, a millowner, as the latter had financially helped Gandhi’s Ashram. 
Moreover, Ambalal’s sister Anasuya Sarabhai had reverence for Gandhi. 
Gandhi discussed the workers problems with Ambalal Sarabhai and decided 
to intervene in the dispute. Both workers and millowners agreed to refer 
the issue to a board of arbitration consisting of three representatives of the 
employers and three of the workers with the British Collector as Chairman. 
Gandhi was included in the board as representing the workers. But, suddenly 
the millowners decided to withdraw from the board on the ground that 
Gandhi had no real authority or mandate from the workers, and that there 
was no guarantee that workers would accept the arbitration award. They 
declared the lockout of the Mills from 22 February 1918.
In such a situation, Gandhi decided to study the whole situation in detail. 
He went through a mass of data concerning the financial state of the mills 
and compared their wage rates with those of Bombay-Finally he came to the 
conclusion that the workers should demand 35%  instead of 50% increase in 
their wages. Gandhi began the Satyagraha movement against the millowners. 
The workers were asked to take a pledge stating that they would not resume 
work without 35% increase arid that they would remain law abiding during 
the lockout. Gandhi, assisted by Anasuya Sarabhai organized daily mass 
meetings of workers, in which he delivered lectures and issued a series of 
leaflets on the situation.
The millowners ended the lockout on 12 March and announced that they 
would take back the workers who were willing to accept 20% increase. On 
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History of India : 1707-1950 the other hand, Gandhi announced on 15 March that he would undertake 
a fast until a settlement was reached. Gandhi’s object was to rally the 
workers who were thinking of joining the mills despite their pledge. The 
fast created tremendous excitement in Ahmedabad and the millowners were 
compelled to negotiate. A settlement was reached on 18 March. According 
to this agreement, the workers on their first day would receive 35% raise, in 
keeping with their pledge. On the second day, they would get 20% increase, 
offered by the millowners. From the third day until the date of an award by 
an arbitrator, they would split the difference and receive 27½ % increase. 
Finally the arbitrator’s award went in favour of the workers and 35% raise 
was given to them.
Check Your Progress 1
1) 	 Discuss the role of Gandhi in Champaran peasant distress. 
	 ..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................
2) 	 Analyse briefly ideological tools and methods used by Gandhi in his 

agitations.
	 ..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................

11.4.4   Rowlatt Act Satyagraha

The British government drafted two bills to deal effectively with the 
revolutionary activities and presented them to the Imperial Legislative 
Council on 6 February 1919. The government maintained that the bills were 
‘temporary measures’ which aimed at preventing ‘seditious crimes’. 
The new bills attempted to make war-time restrictions permanent. They 
provided trial of offences by a special court consisting of three high court 
judges. There was no provision of appeal against the decision of this court 
which could meet in camera and take into consideration evidence not 
admissible under the Indian Evidence Act. The bill also proposed to give 
authority to the government to search a place and arrest a person without 
a warrant. Detention without a trial for maximum period of two years was 
also provided in the bills. The bills were regarded by nationalist leaders as 
an effort to conciliate a section of official and non-official white opinion 
which had resented Montagu’s Reform proposals. 
There was widespread condemnation of the bills in the whole country. 
Gandhi also launched his campaign against the bills. He formed a 
Satyagraha Sabha on 24th February 1919 in Bombay to protest against the 
Rowlatt Bills. Its members signed a pledge proclaiming their determination 
to disobey these laws. A country-wide agitation was planned for  
April 6, 1919. The success of hartal varied considerably between regions 
and between towns and the countryside. In Delhi a hartal was observed on 
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30th March and ten people were killed in police firing. In almost all major 
towns of the country, the hartal was observed on the 6th April and the people 
responded enthusiastically. Gandhi left Bombay on the 8th April to promote 
the Satyagraha agitation in Delhi and Punjab. But, as his entry in Punjab 
was considered dangerous by the government, Gandhi was removed from 
the train in which he was travelling at Palwal near Delhi and was taken 
back to Bombay. The news of Gandhi’s arrest precipitated the crisis. The 
situation became tense in Bombay and violence broke out in Ahmedabad 
and Virangam. In Ahmedabad the government enforced martial law. The 
Punjab region as a whole and Amritsar, in particular, witnessed the worst 
scenes of violence. In Amritsar, the news of Gandhi’s arrest coincided with 
the arrest of two local leaders Dr. Kitchlew and Dr. Satyapal on 10th April. 
This led to mob violence and government buildings were set on fire, five 
Englishmen were murdered, and a woman assaulted. The civil authority 
lost its control of the city. On 13th April, General Dyer ordered his troops 
to fire on a peaceful unarmed crowd assembled at Jallianwala Bagh. Most 
of the people were not aware of the ban on meetings, and they were shot 
without the slightest warning by General Dyer who later on said that it was 
no longer a question of merely dispersing the crowd, but one of ‘producing 
a moral effect’. According to official figures, 379 persons were killed but the 
unofficial accounts gave much higher figures.
The whole agitation against the Rowlatt Act shows that it was not properly 
organized. The Satyagraha Sabha concentrated mainly on publishing 
propaganda literature and collecting signatures on the Satyagraha pledge. 
The Congress as an organization was hardly in the picture at all. In most 
of the areas people participated because of their own social and economic 
grievances against the British rule. Gandhi’s Rowlatt Act Satyagraha 
provided a rallying point to the people belonging to different sections and 
communities. The most significant result of this agitation was the emergence 
of Gandhi as an all India leader.

11.5 	 NON-COOPERATION MOVEMENT

During 1920-21 the Indian National Movement entered into a new phase, 
i.e. a phase of mass politics and mass mobilization. The British rule was 
opposed through two mass movements, Khilafat and Non-Cooperation. 
Though emerging out of separate issues both these movements adopted a 
common programme of action. The technique of non-violent struggle was 
adopted at a national level. The background to the movements was provided 
by the impact of the First World War, the Rowlatt Act, the Jallianwala Bagh 
Massacre and the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms. 
11.5.1  The Issue of Khilafat
During the First World War Turkey allied with Germany and Austria against 
the British. The Indian Muslims regarded the Sultan of Turkey as their 
spiritual leader, Khalifa. So, their sympathies were naturally with Turkey. 
After the war, the British removed the Khalifa from power in Turkey. Hence, 
the Muslims started the Khilafat movement in India for the restoration of the 
Khalifa’s position. Their main demands were:
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History of India : 1707-1950 ●● 	Khalifa’s control should be retained over the Muslim sacred places, and
●● 	In territorial adjustments after the war the Khalifa should be left with 

sufficient territories.
In early 1919, a Khilafat Committee was formed in Bombay. The initiative 
was taken by Muslim merchants and their actions were confined to meetings, 
petitions and deputation in favour of the Khalifa. However, there soon 
emerged a militant trend within the movement. The leaders of this trend 
were not satisfied with a moderate approach. Instead they preached for the 
launching of a countrywide movement. They advocated, for the first time, 
at the All India Khilafat Conference in Delhi (22-23 November 1919) non
cooperation with the British Government in India. It was in this conference 
that Hasrat Mohani made a call for the boycott of British goods. The 
Central Khilafat Committee met at Allahabad from 1st to 3rd June 1920. 
The meeting was attended by a number of Congress and Khilafat leaders. In 
this meeting a programme of non-cooperation towards the Government was 
declared. This was to include:

●● 	boycott of titles conferred by the Government,
●● 	boycott of civil services, army and police, i.e. all government jobs, 

and
●● 	non-payment of taxes to the Government.

August 1st, 1920 was fixed as the date to start the movement. Gandhi 
insisted that unless the Punjab and Khilafat wrongs were undone, there 
was to be non-cooperation with the Government. However, for the success 
of this movement, Congress support was essential. Main points of Non-
Cooperation movement were:

●● 	the nationalization of education,
●● 	the promotion of indigenous goods,
●● 	the popularisation of Charkha and Khadi, 
●● 	the enrolment of a volunteer corps,
●● 	boycott of law courts, educational institutions, official functions, and 

British goods,
●● 	the surrender of honours and titles conferred by the British.

11.5.2  Main Phases of the Non-Cooperation

The campaign for non-cooperation and boycott started with great enthusiasm 
from early 1921. In the first phase from January to March 1921, the main 
emphasis was on the boycott of schools, colleges,., law courts and the use 
of Charkha. There was widespread student unrest and top lawyers like C.R. 
Das and Motilal Nehru gave up their legal practice. This phase was followed 
by the second phase starting from April 1921. In this phase the basic 
objectives were the collection of Rs. one crore for the Tilak Swaraj Fund by 
August 1921, enrolling one crore Congress members and installing 20 lakh 
Charkhas by 30 June. In the third phase, starting from July, the stress was 
on boycott of foreign cloth, boycott of the forthcoming visit of the Prince 
of Wales in November, 1921, popularisation of Charkha and Khadi, and 
Jail Bharo by Congress volunteers. In the last phase, from November I921, 
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a shift towards radicalism was visible. The Congress volunteers rallied the 
people and the country was on the verge of a revolt. Gandhi decided to 
launch a no revenue campaign at Bardoli, and also a mass civil disobedience 
movement for freedom of speech, press and association.
11.5.3  Popular Response to the Movement and End of Movement 

The economic boycott received support from the Indian business group, 
because the textile industry had benefited from the nationalist emphasis on 
the use of Swadeshi. The response from the students and women was very 
effective. Thousands of students left government schools and colleges; and 
joined national schools and colleges. The newly started national institutions 
like the Kashi Vidyapeeth, the Gujarat Vidyapeeth and the Jamia Millia 
lslamia and others accommodated many students although several others 
were disappointed. Students became active volunteers of the movement. 
Women also came forward. They gave up Purdah and offered their jewellery 
for the Tilak Fund. They joined the movement in large numbers and took 
active part in picketing before the shops selling foreign cloth and liquor. The 
most important landmark of this movement was the massive participation 
of the peasants and workers in it. In rural areas and some other places, 
the peasants turned against the landlords and the traders. This gave a new 
dimension to the movement of 1921-22.
Congress volunteers were fired at by the police at Chauri Chaura in Gorakhpur 
district in U.P. In retaliation the infuriated mob killed 21 policemen. This 
violent incident shocked Gandhi and he suspended the Non-Cooperation 
Movement. He also postponed the proposed civil disobedience at Bardoli. 
Many Congressmen were shocked and surprised by Gandhi’s decision. On 
12 February 1922 the Congress Working Committee meeting at Bardoli 
condemned the inhuman conduct of the mob at Chauri Chaura. It endorsed 
the suspension of the mass civil-disobedience movement. The same day 
Gandhi started his five day fast as a penance. Thus, the first non-cooperation 
virtually came to an end. Gandhi was arrested on 10 March 1922 and was 
sentenced to six years’ imprisonment.

11.6 	 CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE MOVEMENT 

The Civil Disobedience Movement was launched when Gandhiji, along 
with a group of chosen volunteers, began the Dandi March to break the Salt 
Law. Following him, people all over the country broke salt laws and courted 
arrests. Besides breaking of the salt laws, no-tax and no-revenue campaigns 
were also launched in certain areas. There was also defiance of the forest 
laws which prohibited the use of forests by the locals. Noticing the gravity 
of the situation, the British government called a Round Table Conference 
and invited the Congress for talk. Gandhiji represented the Congress and 
the movement was temporarily withdrawn to facilitate the talk. However, 
the talk proved to be a failure due the divisive policies of the colonial rulers. 
This led to the resumption of the movement which, however, failed to 
acquire its earlier intensity.
11.6.1  Gandhi’s Efforts to Gain Concessions 
Before launching the movement Gandhi tried for compromise with the 
Government. He placed eleven points relating to administrative reform and 

BHIC-134 (English) Folder.indd   143 15-03-2021   12:49:58



144

History of India : 1707-1950 stated that if Lord Irwin accepted them there would be no need for agitation. 
The important demands were:
1)	 The Rupee-Sterling ratio should reduced to Is 4d,
2)	 Land revenue should be reduced by half and made a subject of 

legislative control,
3)	 Salt tax should be abolished and also the government monopoly over 

manufacturing of salt,
4)	 Salaries of the highest grade services should be reduced by half,
5)	 Military expenditure should be reduced by 50% be begin with,
6)	 Protection for Indian textile and coastal shipping,
7)	 All political prisoners should be discharged.
To many observers this charter of demands seemed a climb-down from 
Purna Swaraj. The Government response to Gandhi’s proposal was negative.

11.6.2  Beginning of the Movement

Gandhi took the decision to start the movement. On 12 March 1930 Gandhi 
started the Historic March from his Sabarmati Ashram to Dandi beach 
accompanied by his 78 selected followers. There Gandhi and his followers 
broke the law by manufacturing salt from the sea. The Programme of the 
movement was as follows:
a)	 Salt law should be violated everywhere.
b)	 Students should leave colleges and government servants should resign 

from service.
c)	 Foreign clothes should be burnt.
d)	 No taxes should be paid to the government.
e)	 Women should stage a Dharna at liquor shops, etc.
The choice of salt as the central issue appeared puzzling initially. Events 
quickly revealed the enormous potentialities of this choice. “You planned 
a fine strategy round the issue of salt”. Irwin later admitted to Gandhi. 
Salt was a concrete and a universal grievance of the rural poor, which was 
almost unique in having no socially divisive implications. With regard to 
food habits salt was a daily necessity of the people. It also carried with 
it the implications of trust, hospitality, mutual obligations. In this sense it 
had a far-reaching emotional content. Moreover the breaking of the salt 
law meant a rejection of the Government’s claims on the allegiance of the 
people. In coastal areas where over the previous century indigenous salt 
production had been ruined by British imports, illegal manufacture of salt 
could provide the people a small income which was not unimportant. The 
manufacture of salt also became a part of Gandhian methods of constructive 
work like Khadi production. Rural Gandhian bases everywhere provided the 
initial volunteers for the salt satyagraha. Above all, the Dandi March and the 
subsequent countrywide violation of the salt law provided a tremendously 
impressive demonstration of the power of non-violent mass struggle. What 
came to be undermined was the entire moral authority of the government 
and its paternalistic self-image of being the saviour of the poor. 
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11.6.3  Movement Spreads

Social boycott of police and lower-level administrative officials led to many 
resignations. That the British realized the gravity of the threat was revealed 
by the sheer brutality of repression. But the spectacle of unarmed, unresisting 
satyagrahis standing up to abominable torture aroused local sympathy 
and respect as noting else could have done. The movement, unlike Non-
Cooperation, implied violations of law, arrests, and government repression 
right from the beginning. The number of jail goers was 92,214 which was 
more than three times the 1921-22 figures. Support from Ahmedabad mill 
owners, Bombay merchants and petty traders (industrialists in the city being 
less enthusiastic), and Calcutta Marwaris headed by GD Birla can be cited 
as example of the solidarity of the Capitalists with the national movement 
at this stage. For example, the merchants in many towns took a collective 
pledge to give up import of foreign goods for some months. Combined with 
picketing and the overall impact of the Depression, there was a spectacular 
collapse of British cloth imports, from 1248 million yards in 1929-30 to 
only 523 million yards in 1930-31. 
A novel and remarkable feature of the Civil Disobedience Movement 
was the widespread participation of women. The handful of postgraduate 
women students in 1930s still went to class escorted by their teachers, and 
yet there were women from far more socially conservative professional, 
business or peasant families, picketing shops, facing lathis, and going to 
jail. However, this sudden active role of women in politics did not produce 
any significant change in the conditions of women in or outside the family. 
The deeply religious ambience of Gandhi’s saintly image was perhaps even 
more crucial: joining the Congress movement was a new religious mission. 

11.6.4 Gandhi-Irwin Pact, Round Table Conference and Second Phase 

The Gandhi-Irwin Pact had ambiguous consequences. Many others besides 
Nehru felt dismayed by the unexpected halt, long before attaining the 
proclaimed goal of Purna Swaraj, and peasants who had sacrificed land and 
goods at the Congress behest must have felt particularly let down. There 
was even a black flag demonstration against Gandhi when the Karachi 
Congress opened a few days after the execution of Bhagat Singh. The 
session, however, ratified the new policy, with Nehru, having spent some 
sleepless nights, moving the key resolution accepting the Delhi agreement. 
Gandhi’s entry into the Second Round Table Conference also proved a virtual 
fiasco. The first Conference, in January 1931, with Civil Disobedience 
still at large and the Congress boycotting it had been marked by Ramsay 
Macdonald’s novel offer of responsible government at the centre. But its two 
characteristics were a Federal assembly on which princes who joined would 
nominate their own members, and a series of “reservations and safeguards” 
to maintain British control over defence, external affairs, finance, and 
economy. Having accepted this as the framework for discussion, Gandhi as 
sole Congress representative at the second RTC found himself involved in 
endless squabbles with Muslim leaders, the Scheduled Caste representative 
Bhimrao Ambedkar, who had started demanding separate electorates for 
untouchables, and the princes. The British watched this gleefully. The 
Congress had clearly been outmanoeuvred.
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three months – an indication, however, not so much of a more extensive 
movement than in 1930, but of more intense and systematic repression, for 
the figures soon began to decline fairly fast. As the mass movement gradually 
declined in face of ruthless repression, political ‘realism’ combined with 
economic calculations of certain sections of Indians pushed Indian big 
business towards collaboration.
Gandhi in jail not unnaturally began to think in terms of an honourable 
retreat. He suspended Civil Disobedience temporarily in May 1933, 
and formally withdrew it in April 1934. The Mahatma decided to make 
Harijan work the central plank of his new rural constructive programme. 
This was his answer to the British policy of Divide and Rule which found 
expression in the official Communal Award declared early in 1932 by 
Ramsay Macdonald. The Award provided for separate Hindu, Untouchables 
and Muslim electorates for the new Federal legislatures, treating Hindus 
and Dalits as two separate political entities. Gandhi opposed this Award. 
He demanded reservation of more seats for Harijans within the Hindu 
electorate. Ambedkar, the Dalit leader, accepted Gandhi’s stand. 

11.7   BACKGROUND OF THE QUIT INDIA MOVEMENT

The unfavourable War situation and international pressures had compelled 
the British to seek an amicable settlement with India and obtain her active 
support in the War. Sir Strafford Cripps landed in India with a set of proposals 
and negotiated with leaders of various political parties.

11.7.1  Cripps Proposals

Some of the Cripps proposals, embodied in a Draft Declaration were:
●● Dominion Status would be granted to India immediately after the War 

with the right to secede.
●● Immediately after the cessation of hostilities, a constitution-making 

body would be set up. It will consist of members from British India 
as well as Native States.

●● The constitution so framed after the War would he accepted by the  
British Government on the condition that any Indian province could, 
if so desired, remain outside the Indian Union and negotiate directly 
with Britain, and

●● The actual control of defence and military operations would be 
retained by the British Government.

This Declaration was rejected by almost all the Indian parties. The Congress 
did not want to rely on future promises. It wanted a responsible Government 
with full powers and also a control over the country’s defence. Gandhi 
termed the proposal as “a post-dated cheque on a crashing bank”.
Thus, the Cripps Mission failed to pacify the Indians. On 8 August 1942 the 
AICC passes the Quit India Resolution. This was passed after deliberating 
at great length on the international and national situation. Gandhi told the 
British to quit and “leave India in God’s hand”. He exhorted all sections to 
participate in the Movement and stressed “every Indian who desires freedom 
and strives for it must be his own guide”. His message was ‘do or die’. 

BHIC-134 (English) Folder.indd   146 15-03-2021   12:49:58



147

Nationalist Movement under 
Mahatma Gandhi

11.7.2  Call for ‘Do or Die’ and the Beginning of Movement

The Congress gave the call for ousting British but it did not give any 
concrete line of action to be adopted by the people. The Government had 
been making preparations to crush the Movement. On the morning of 9th 
August all prominent Congress leaders including Gandhi were arrested. The 
news of leaders’ arrest shook the people and they came to streets protesting 
against it. Before his arrest on 9th August 1942 Gandhi had given the 
following message to the country:
“Everyone is free to go the fullest length under Ahimsa to complete deadlock 
by strikes and other non-violent means. Satyagrahis must go out to die not 
to live. They must seek and face death. It is only when individuals go out to 
die that the nation will survive. Karenge Ya Marenge (do or die).”
The news of his arrest along with other Congress leaders led to unprecedented 
popular outbursts in different parts of the country. There were hartals, 
demonstrations and processions in cities and towns. The Congress leadership 
gave the call, but it was the people who launched the Movement. Since all 
the recognized leaders – central, provincial or local – had been arrested, 
the young and more militant cadres, particularly students, with socialist 
leanings took over as leaders at local levels in their areas.

11.7.3  Broadening of Movement and Government Repression

In the initial stages, the Movement was conducted along non-violent lines. 
It was the repressive policy of the government which provoked the people 
to violence. The Gandhian message of non-violent struggle was pushed into 
the background and people devised their own methods of struggle. These 
included:

●● attacks on government buildings, police stations and post offices,
●● attacks on railway stations, and sabotaging rail lines,
●● cutting off the telegraph wires, telephones and electric power lines,
●● disrupting road traffic by destroying bridges, and
●● workers going on strike, etc.

Most of these attacks were to check the movement of the military and the 
police, which were being used by the government to crush the Movement. 
In many areas, the government lost all control and the people established 
Swaraj. We cite a few such cases:

●● In Maharashtra, a parallel government was established in Satara which 
continued to function for a long time.

●● In Bengal, Tamluk Jatiya Sarkar functioned for a long time in 
Midnapore district. This national government had various departments 
like Law and Order, Health, Education, Agriculture, etc., along with a 
postal system of its own and arbitration courts.

●● People established Swaraj in Talacher in Orissa.
●● In many parts of eastern U.P. and Bihar (Azamgarh, Ballia, Ghazipur, 

Monghyr, Muzzaffarpur, etc.) police stations were overrun by the 
people and government authority uprooted.
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the populace of rural areas which kept the banner of revolt aloft for a longer 
time. The Movement got a massive response from the people throughout 
India. 
In Bombay, the Socialist leaders continued their underground activities 
under leaders like Aruna Asaf Ali. The most daring act of the underground 
movement was the establishment of Congress Radio with Usha Mehta as its 
announcer. This radio carried broadcasts for a long time. There was massive 
participation by the students who spread to the countryside and played a 
role in guiding the people there. 
11.7.4  Repression 
The Government had geared all its forces to suppress the popular upsurge. 
Arrests, detention, police firings, burning of Congress offices, etc. were the 
methods adopted by the Government.

●● By the end of 1942 in U.P. alone 16,089 persons were arrested. 
Throughout India the official figures for arrests stood at 91,836 by 
end of 1943.

●● The number of people killed in police firings was 658 till September 
1942, and by 1943 it was 1060. But these were official figures. Many 
more had died and innumerable wounded.

●● In Midnapore alone, the Government forces had burnt 31 Congress 
camps and 164 private houses. There were 74 cases of rape, out of 
which 46 were committed by the police in a single day in one village 
on 9 January 1943.

●● The Government accepted having used aeroplanes to gun people at 
5 places. These were: Giriak near Patna: Bhagalpur district; near 
Ranaghat in Nadia district; Monghyr district and near Talcher city. 

●● Collective punitive fines were extorted from the residents in the areas 
affected by the upsurge. For example in U.P. the total amount involved 
in such fines was Rs. 28,32,000 and by February 1943 Rs. 25,00,000 
was realised. 

The Quit India Movement collapsed, but not without demonstrating the 
determination of the masses to do away with British rule.
Check Your Progress 2 
1) 	 Assess Gandhi’s role in Non-Cooperation Movement.
	 ..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................
2) 	 Discuss in detail the popular response towards Civil-Disobedience 

and Quit India Movement.
	 ..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................
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11.8 	 LET US SUM UP

After First World War, the national movement become more intense and 
became a real mass movement with various social groups and classes 
joining its ranks. Many factors contributed to this development. One of 
them was the entry of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi who came to India 
after gaining experience of mass mobilization against racial discrimination 
in South Africa. Gandhi used new kind of ideas and techniques which made 
it easier for ordinary people to participate in the movement. He became 
the undisputed leader of the national movement by 1920 and remained so 
until independence was won in 1947. In all his campaigns and agitation 
there was a fair inclusion of issues and grievance of ordinary people and his 
movement was laced with moral fabric. So his appeal was evident in three 
major movements and other local agitations. He transformed the people of 
India with weapons of satyagraha and ahimsa which were effectively used 
against the repressive colonial state.

11.9 	 ANSWER TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 
EXERCISES

Check Your Progress 1
1)	 See Sub-section 11.4.1
2)	 See Section 11.3
Check Your Progress 2
1)	 See Section 11.5
2)	 See Sections 11.6 and 11.7
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