12th History

Unit - 3
Impact of World War I on Indian Freedom Movement

Introduction

Several events that preceded the First World War had a bearing on
Indian nationalist politics. In 1905 Japan had defeated Russia. In 1908 the
Young Turks and in 1911 the Chinese nationalists, using Western
methods and ideas, had overthrown their governments. Along with the
First World War these events provide the background to Indian
nationalism during 1916 and 1920.

Europe was the main theatre of the War, though fighting took
place in others parts of the world as well. The British recruited a vast
contingent of Indians to serve in Europe, Africa and West Asia. After the
War, the soldiers came back with new ideas which had an impact on the
Indian society. India had to cough up around £ 367 million, of which £
229 million as direct cash and the rest through loans to offset the war
expenses. India also sent war materials to the value £ 250 million. This
caused enormous economic distress, triggering discontent amongst
Indians.

The nationalist politics was in low key, since the Indian National
Congress had split into moderates and extremists, while the Muslim
league supported British interests in war. In 1916 “the extremists” led by
Tilak had gained control of Congress. This led to the rise of Home Rule
Movement in India under the leadership of Dr Annie Besant in South
India and Tilak in Western India. The Congress was reunited during the
war. The strength of Indian nationalism was increased by the agreement

1|Page APPOLO STUDY CENTRE PH: 044-24339436, 42867555, 9840226187




(APP& LD]

signed between Hindus and Muslims, known as the Lucknow Pact, in
1916.

During the War, western revolutionary ideas were influencing the
radical nationalists and so the British tried to suppress the national
movement by passing repressive acts. Of all the repressive acts, the most
draconic was the Rowlatt Act. This act was strongly criticized by the
Indian leaders and they organised meetings to protest against the act.
The international events too had its impact on India, such as the
revolution in Russia. The defeat of Turkey

In World War I and the severe terms of the Treaty of Sevres signed
thereafter undermined the position of Sultan of Turkey as Khalifa. Out
of the resentment was born the Khilafat Movement.

India and Indians had taken an active part in the War believing
that Britain would reward India's loyalty. But only disappointment was
in store. Thus the War had multiple effects on Indian society, economy
and polity. In this lesson we discuss the role played by Home Rule
League, factors leading to the signing of Lucknow Pact and its

provisions, the repressive measures of the British culminating in
Jallianwala Bagh Massacre, the Khilafat Movement and the rise of an
organized labour movement.

All India Home Rule League

We may recall that many foreigners such as A.O. Hume had
played a pivotal role in our freedom movement in the early stages. Dr
Annie Besant played a similar role in the early part of the twentieth
century. Besant was Irish by birth and had been active in the Irish home
rule, fabian socialist and birth control movements while in Britain. She
joined the Theosophical Society, and came to India in 1893. She founded
the Central Hindu College in Benaras (later upgraded as Benaras Hindu
University by Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya in 1916). With the death
of H. S. Olcott in 1907, Besant succeeded him as the international
president of the Theosophical Society. She was actively spreading the
theosophical ideas from its headquarters, Adyar in Chennai, and gained
the support of a number of educated followers such as Jamnadas
Dwarkadas, George Arundale, Shankerlal Banker, Indulal Yagnik, C.P.
Ramaswamy and B.P. Wadia.
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In 1914 was when Britain announced its entry in First World War,
it was claimed that it fighting for freedom and democracy. Indian
leaders believed and supported the British war efforts. Soon they were
disillusioned as there was no change in the British attitude towards
India. Moreover, split into moderate and extremist wings, the Indian
National Congress was not strong enough to press for further political
reforms towards self-rule. The Muslim League was looked upon
suspiciously by the British once the Sultan of Turkey entered the War
supporting the Central powers.

It was in this backdrop that Besant entered into Indian Politics. She

started a weekly The Commonweal in 1914. The weekly focussed on
religious liberty, national education, social and political reforms. She
published a book How India Wrought for Freedom in 1915. In this book
she asserted that the beginnings of national consciousness are deeply
embedded in its ancient past.
She gave the call, 'The moment of England's difficulty is the moment of
India's opportunity' and wanted Indian leaders to press for reforms. She
toured England and made many speeches in the cause of India's
freedom. She also tried to form an Indian party in the Parliament but
was unsuccessful. Her visit, however, aroused sympathy for India. On
her return, she started a daily newspaper New India on July 14, 1915.
She revealed her concept of self-rule in a speech at Bombay: “I mean by
self-government that the country shall have a government by councils,
elected by the people, and responsible to the House”. She organized
public meetings and conferences to spread the idea and demanded that
India be granted self-government on the lines of the White colonies after
the War.

On September 28, 1915, Besant made a formal declaration that she
would start the Home Rule League Movement for India with objectives
on the lines of the Irish Home Rule League. The moderates did not like
the idea of establishing another separate organisation. She too realised
that the sanction of the Congress party was necessary for her movement
to be successful.

In December 1915 due to the efforts of Tilak and Besant, the
Bombay session of Congress suitably altered the constitution of the
Congress party to admit the members from the extremist section. In the
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session she insisted on the Congress taking up the Home Rule League
programme before September 1916, failing which she would organize
the Home Rule League on her own.

In 1916, two Home Rule Movements were launched in the country: one
under Tilak and the other under Besant with their spheres of activity
well demarcated. The twin objectives of the Home Rule League were the
establishment of Home Rule for India in British Empire and arousing in
the Indian masses a sense of pride for the Motherland.

(a) Tilak Home Rule League

Tilak Home Rule League was set up at the Bombay Provincial
conference held at Belgaum in April 1916. It League was to work in
Maharashtra (including Bombay city), Karnataka, the Central Provinces
and Berar. Tilak's League was organised into six branches and Annie
Besant's League was given the rest of India.

Tilak popularised the demand for Home Rule through his lectures.
The popularity of his League was confined to Maharashtra and
Karnataka but claimed a membership of 14,000 in April 1917 and 32,000

by early 1918. On 23 July 1916 on his 60th birthday Tilak was arrested
for propagating the idea of Home Rule.

Home Rule: It refers to a self-government granted by a central or
regional government to its dependent political units on condition that
their people should remain politically loyal to it. This was a common
feature in the ancient Roman Empire and the modern British Empire. In
Ireland the Home Rule Movement gathered force in the 1880s and a
system of Home Rule was established by the Government of Ireland Act
(1920) in six counties of Northern Ireland and later by the Anglo-Irish
Treaty (1921) in the remaining 26 counties in the south.

(b) Besant's Home Rule League

Finding no signs from the Congress, Besant herself inaugurated
the Home Rule League at Madras in September 1916. Its branches were
established at Kanpur, Allahabad, Benaras, Mathura, Calicut and
Ahmednagar. She made an extensive tour and spread the idea of Home
Rule. She declared that "the price of India's loyalty is India's Freedom".
Moderate congressmen who were dissatisfied with the inactivity of the
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Congress joined the Home Rule League. The popularity of the League
can be gauged from the fact that Jawaharlal Nehru, Muhammad Ali
Jinnah, B. Chakravarti and Jitendralal Banerji, Satyamurti and
Khaliquzzaman were taking up the membership of the League.

As Besant’'s Home Rule Movement became very popular in
Madras, the Government of Madras decided to suppress it. Students
were barred from attending its meetings. In June 1917 Besant and her
associates, B.P. Wadia and George Arundale were interred in
Ootacamund. The government’s repression strengthened the supporters,
and with renewed determination they began to resist. To support
Besant, Sir S. Subramaniam renounced his knighthood. Many leaders
like Madan Mohan Malaviya, and Surendranath Banerjea who had
earlier stayed away from the movement enlisted themselves. At the
AICC meeting convened on 28 July 1917 Tilak advocated the use of civil
disobedience if they were not released. Jamnadas Dwarkadas and
Shankerlal Banker, on the orders of Gandhi, collected one thousand
signatures willing to defy the interment orders and march to Besant’s
place of detention. Due to the growing resistance the interned
nationalists were released.

On 20 August 1917 the new Secretary of State Montagu announced
that 'self-governing institutions and responsible government' was the
goal of the British rule in India. Almost overnight this statement
converted Besant into a near-loyalist. In September 1917, when she was
released, she was elected the President of Calcutta session of the Indian
National Congress in 1917.

(c) Importance of the Home Rule Movement

The Home Rule Leagues prepared the ground for mass
mobilization paving the way for the launch of Gandhi’s satyagraha
movements. Many of the early Gandhian satyagrahis had been members
of the Home Rule Leagues. They used the organisational networks
created by the Leagues to spread the Gandhian method of agitation.
Home Rule League was the first Indian political movement to cut across
sectarian lines and have members from the Congress, League,
Theosophist and the Laborites.

5] Page APPOLO STUDY CENTRE PH: 044-24339436, 42867555, 9840226187




(d) Decline of Home Rule Movement

Home Rule Movement declined after Besant accepted the
proposed Montagu- Chelmsford Reforms and Tilak went to Britain in
September 1918 to pursue the libel case that he had filed against
Valentine Chirol, the author of Indian Unrest.

The Indian Home Rule League was renamed the Commonwealth of
India League and used to lobby British MPs in support of self-
government for India within the empire, or dominion status along the
lines of Canada and Australia. It was transformed by V.K. Krishna
Menon into the India League in 1929.

Impact of the War

During the years prior to First World War the political condition of
the India was in disarray. In order to win over the “Moderates” and the
Muslim League with a view to isolating the “Extremists” the British
passed the Minto- Morley Reforms in 1909. The Moderates observed a

policy of wait and watch. The Muslim League welcomed the separate
electorate accorded to them. In 1913 a new group of leaders joined the
League. The most prominent among them was Muhammad Ali Jinnah
who was already a member of the Congress and demanded more
reforms for the Muslims.

The First World War provided the objective conditions for the
revolutionary activity in India. The revolutionaries wanted to make use
of Britain's difficulty during the War to their advantage. The Ghadar
Movement was one of its outcomes.

The First World War had a major impact on the freedom
movement. Initially, the British didn't care for Indian support. Once the
war theatre moved to West Asia and Africa the British were forced to
look for Indian support. In this context Indian leaders decided to put
pressure on the British Government for reforms. The Congress and
Muslim League had their annual session at Bombay in 1915 and spoke
on similar tones. In October 1916, the Hindu and Muslim elected
members of the Imperial Legislative Council addressed a memorandum
to the Viceroy on the post-War reforms. The British Government was
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unmoved. The Congress and the League met at Calcutta in November
1916 and deliberated on the memorandum. It also agreed on the
composition of the legislatures and the number of representation to be
allowed to the two communities in the post-War reforms.

Parallel to this, Tilak and Besant were advocating Home Rule. Due
to their efforts the Bombay session accepted to take back the extremist
section and, consequently, the constitution of the Congress was altered.
1916 was therefore a historic year since the Congress, Muslim League
and the Home Rule League held their annual sessions at Lucknow.
Ambika Charan Mazumdar, Congress president welcomed the
extremists: "... after ten years of painful separation ... Indian National
Party have come to realize the fact that united they stand, but divided
they fall, and brothers have at last met brothers..." The Congress got its
old vigour with extremists back into it.

Besant and Tilak also played an important role in bringing the
Congress and the Muslim League together under what is popularly
known as the Congress-League Pact or the Lucknow Pact. Jinnah played
a pivotal role during the Pact. The agreements accepted at Calcutta in

November 1916 were confirmed by the annual sessions of the Congress
and the League in December 1916.

Lala Hardayal, who settled in San Francisco, founded Pacific Coast
Hindustan Association in 1913, with Sohan Singh Bhakna as its
president. This organization was popularly called Ghadar Party.
(‘Ghadar’” means rebellion in Urdu.) The members of this party were
largely immigrant Sikhs of US and Canada. The party published a
journal called Ghadar. It began publication from San Francisco on
November 1, 1913. Later it was published in Urdu, Punjabi, Hindi and
other languages.

The Ghadar Movement was an important episode in India’s freedom
struggle. A ship named Komagatamaru, filled with Indian immigrants
was turned back from Canada. As the ship returned to India several of
its passengers were killed or arrested in a clash with the British police.
This incident left a deep mark on the Indian nationalist movement.

Provisions of the Lucknow Pact
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Provinces should be freed as much as possible from Central
control in administration and finance.

Four-fifths of the Central and Provincial Legislative Councils
should be elected, and one-fifth nominated.

Four-fifths of the provincial and central legislatures were to be
elected on as broad a franchise as possible.

Half the executive council members, including those of the central
executive council were to be Indians elected by the councils
themselves.

The Congress also agreed to separate electorates for Muslims in
provincial council elections and for preferences in their favour
(beyond the proportions indicated by population) in all provinces
except the Punjab and Bengal, where some ground was given to
the Hindu and Sikh minorities. This pact paved the way for
Hindu-Muslim cooperation in the Khilafat Movement and
Gandhi’s Non-Cooperation Movement.

The Governments, Central and Provincial, should be bound to act
in accordance with resolutions passed by their Legislative
Councils unless they were vetoed by the Governor-General or
Governors-in- Council and, in that event, if the resolution was
passed again after an interval of not less than one year, it should
be put into effect;

The relations of the Secretary of State with the Government of
India should be similar to those of the Colonial Secretary with the
Governments of the Dominions, and India should have an equal
status with that of the Dominions in any body concerned with
imperial affairs.

The Lucknow Pact paved the way for Hindu Muslim Unity. Sarojini
Ammaiyar called Jinnah, the chief architect of the Lucknow Pact, “the
Ambassador of Hindu-Muslim Unity”.
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The Lucknow Pact proved that the educated class both from the
Congress and the League could work together with a common goal. This
unity reached its climax during the Khilafat and the Non-Cooperation
Movements.

Repressive Measures of the Colonial State

Parallel to the Congress there emerged revolutionary groups who
attempted to overthrow away the British government through violence
methods. The revolutionary movements constituted an important
landmark in India's freedom struggle. It began in the end of the
nineteenth century and gained its momentum from the time of the
partition of Bengal. The revolutionaries were the first to demand
complete freedom. Maharashtra, Bengal, Punjab were the major centers
of revolutionary activity. For a brief while Madras presidency was also
an active ground of the revolutionary activity.

In order to crush the growing nationalist movement, the
government adopted many measures. Lord Curzon created the Criminal
Intelligence Department (CID) in 1903 to secretly collect information on
the activities of nationalists. The Newspapers (Incitement to Offences)
Act (1908) and the Explosives Substances Act (1908), and shortly
thereafter the Indian Press Act (1910), and the Prevention of Seditious
Meetings Act (1911) were passed. The British suspected that some Indian
nationalists were in contact with revolutionaries abroad. So the
Foreigners Ordinance was promulgated in 1914 which restricted the
entry of foreigners. A majority of these legislations were passed in order
to break the base of the revolutionary movements. The colonial state also
resorted to banning meetings, printing and circulation of seditious
materials for propaganda, and by detaining the suspects.

The Defence of India Act, 1915

Also referred to as the Defence of India Regulations Act, it was an
emergency criminal law enacted with the intention of curtailing the
nationalist and revolutionary activities during the First World War. The
Act allowed suspects to be tried by special tribunals each consisting of
three Commissioners appointed by the Local Government. The act
empowered the tribunal to inflict sentences of death, transportation for
life, and imprisonment of up to ten years for the violation of rules or
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orders framed under the act. The trail was to be in camera and the
decisions were not subject to appeal. The act was later applied during
the First Lahore Conspiracy trial. This Act, after the end of First World
War, formed the basis of the Rowlatt Act.

Khilafat Movement

In the First World War the Sultan of Turkey sided with the Triple
Alliance against the allied powers and attacked Russia. The Sultan was
also the Caliph and was the custodian of the Islamic sacred places. After
the war, Britain decided to weaken the position of Turkey and the Treaty
of Sevres was signed. The eastern part of the Turkish Empire such as
Syria and Lebanon were mandated to France, while Palestine and Jordan
became British protectorates. Thus the allied powers decided to end the
caliphate.

The dismemberment of the Caliphate was seen as a blow to Islam.
Muslims around the world, sympathetic to the cause of the Caliph,
decided to oppose the move. Muslims in India also organised
themselves under the leadership of the Ali brothers - Maulana
Muhammad Ali and Maulana Shaukat Ali started a movement known
as Khalifat Movement. The aim was to the support the Ottoman Empire
and protest against the British rule in India. Numerous Muslim leaders
such as Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, M.A. Ansari, Sheikh Shaukat Ali
Siddiqui and Syed Ataullah Shah Bukhari joined the movement.

The demands of the Khilafat Movement were presented by
Mohammad Ali to the diplomats in Paris in March 1920. They were:

1. The Sultan of Turkey's position of Caliph should not be disturbed.

2. The Muslim sacred places must be handed over to the Sultan and
should be controlled by him.

. The Sultan must be left with sufficient territory to enable him to
defend the Islamic faith and

. The Jazirat-ul-Arab (Arabia, Syria, Iraq, Palestine) must remain
under his sovereignty.
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Gandhi had been honoured with Kaisari- Hind gold medal for his
humanitarian work in South Africa. He had also received the Zulu War
silver medal for his services as an officer of the Indian volunteer
ambulance corps in 1906 and Boer War silver medal for his services as
assistant superintendent of the Indian volunteer stretcher-bearer corps
during Boer War of 1899-1900. When Gandhi launched the scheme of
non-cooperation in connection with Khilafat Movement, he returned all
the medals saying, “...events that have happened during the past one
month have confirmed in me the opinion that the Imperial Government
have acted in the Khilafat matter in an unscrupulous, criminal and
unjust manner and have been moving from wrong to wrong in order to
defend their immorality. I can retain neither respect nor affection for
such a government.’

The demands of the movement had nothing do to with India but
the question of Caliph was used as a symbol by the Khilafat leaders to
unite the Indian Muslim community who were divided along regional,
linguistic, class and sectarian lines. In Gail Minault's words: "A pan-
Islamic symbol opened the way to pan- Indian Islamic political
mobilization." It was anti-British, which inspired Gandhi to support this
cause in a bid to bring the Muslims into the mainstream of Indian
nationalism. Gandhi also saw this as an opportunity to strengthen
Hindu-Muslim unity.

The Khilafat issue was interpreted differently by different sections.
Lower-class Muslims in U.P. interpreted the Urdu word khilaf (against)
and used it as a symbol of general revolt against authority, while the
Mappillais of Malabar converted it into a banner of anti-landlord revolt.

Rise of Labour Movement

Introduction of machinery, new methods of production,
concentration of factories in certain big cities gave birth to a new class of
wage earners called factory workers. In India, the factory workers,
mostly drawn from villages, initially remained submissive and
unorganised. Many leaders like Sorabjee Shapoorji and N.M. Lokhanday
of Bombay and Sasipada Banerjee of Bengal raised their voice for
protecting the interests of the industrial labourers.
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CHENNAI

In the aftermath of Swadeshi Movement (1905) Indian industries
began to thrive. During the War the British encouraged Indian
industries which manufactured war time goods. As the war progressed
they wanted more goods so more workers were recruited. Once the war
ended workers were laid off and production cut down. Further prices
increased dramatically in the post-War situation. India was also in the
grip of a world-wide epidemic of influenza. In response labourers began
to organize to fight and trade unions were formed to protect the
interests of the workers.

The success of the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 also had its effect on
Indian labour.

A wave of ideas of class consciousness and enlightenment swept
the world of Indian labours. The Indian soldiers who had fought in
Europe brought the news of good labour conditions. The industrial
unrest that grew up as a result of grave economic difficulties created by
War, and the widening gulf between the employers and the employees,
and the establishment of International Labour Organisation of the
League of Nations brought mass awakening among the labours.

Madras played a pivotal role in the history of labour movement of
India. The first trade union in the modern sense, the Madras Labour
Union, was formed in 1918 by B.P. Wadia. The union was formed
mainly due to the ill-treatment of Indian worker in the Buckingham and
Carnatic Mills, Perambur. The working conditions was poor. Short
interval for mid-day meal, frequent assaults on workers by the European
assistants and inadequate wages led to the formation of this union. This
union adopted collective bargaining and used trade unionism as a
weapon for class struggle.

This wave spread to other parts of India and many unions were
formed at this time such as the Indian Seamen’s Union both at Calcutta

and Bombay, the Punjab Press Employers Association, the G.LP.
Railway Workers Union Bombay, M.S.M. Railwaymen’s Union, Union
of the Postmen and Port Trust Employees Union at Bombay and
Calcutta, the Jamshedpur Labour Association the Indian Colliery
Employees Association of Jharia and the Unions of employees of various
railways. To suppress the labour movement the Government, with the
help of the capitalists, tried by all means to subdue the labourers. They
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imprisoned strikers, burnt their houses, and fined the unions, but the
labourers were determined in their demands.

Nationalist leaders and intellectuals were moved by the plight of
the workers, and many of them worked towards organizing them into
unions. Their involvement also led to the politicization of the working
class, and added to the strength of the freedom movement as most of the
mills were owned by Europeans who were supported by the
government.

On 30 October 1920, representatives of 64 trade unions, with a
membership of 140,854, met in Bombay and established the All India
Trade Union Congress (AITUC) under the Chairmanship of Lala Lajpat
Rai. It was supported by national leaders like Motilal Nehru, Jawaharlal

Nehru, C.R. Das, Vallabhbhai Patel, Subhash Chandra Bose and others
from the Indian National Congress.

The trade unions slowly involved themselves in the national
movement. In April 1919 after the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre and
Gandhi’s arrest, the working class in Ahmedabad and other parts of

Gujarat resorted to strikes, agitations and demonstrations. Trade unions
were not recognised by the capitalists or the government in the
beginning. But the unity of the workers and the strength of their
movement forced the both to recognise them. From 1919-20 the number
of registered trade unions increased from 107 to 1833 in 1946-47.
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4. Advent of Gandhi and Mass Mobilisation

Introduction

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born in the coastal town of
Porbandar in 1869. When he returned to India in 1915 he had a record of
fighting against inequalities imposed by the racist government of South
Africa. Gandhi certainly wanted to be of help to forces of nationalism in
India. He was in touch with leaders India as he had come into contact
with Congress leaders while mobilizing support for the South African
Indian cause earlier. Impressed by activities and ideas of Gopala Krishna
Gokhale, he acknowledged him as his political Guru. On his return to
India, following Gokhale’s advice, Gandhi, who was away from India
for over two decades, spent a year travelling all over the country
acquainting himself with the situation. He established his Sabarmati
Ashram at Ahmedabad but did not take active part in political
movements including the Home Rule movement.

While in South Africa, Gandhi, gradually evolved the technique of
‘Satyagraha,” based on ‘Satya” and “Ahimsa’ i.e, truth and non-violence,
to fight the racist South African regime. Even while resisting evil and
wrong a Satyagrahi had to be at peace with himself and not hate the
wrongdoer. A Satyagrahi would willingly accept suffering in the course
of resistance, and hatred had no place in the exercise. Truth and
nonviolence would be weapons of the brave and fearless and not
cowards. For Gandhi there was no difference between precept and
practice, faith and action.

Gandhi’s Experiments of Satyagraha
(a) Champaran Movement (1917)

The first attempt at mobilizing the Indian masses was made by
Gandhi on an invitation by peasants of Champaran. Before launching
the struggle he made a detailed study of the situation. Indigo cultivators
of the district Champaran in Bihar were severely exploited by the
European planters who had bound the peasants to compulsorily grow
indigo on lease on 3/20th of their fields and sell it at the rates fixed by
the planters. This system squeezed the peasants and eventually reduced
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them to penury. Accompanied by local leaders such as Rajendra Prasad,
Mazharul Huq, Acharya Kripalani and Mahadeva Desai, Gandhi
conducted a detailed enquiry. The British officials ordered Gandhi to
leave the district. But he refused and told the administration that he
would defy the order because it was unjust and face the consequences.

Subsequently an enquiry committee with Gandhi also as a member
was formed. It was not difficult for Gandhi to convince the committee of
the difficulties of the poor peasants. The report was accepted and
implemented resulting in the release of the indigo cultivators of the
bondage of European planters who gradually had to withdraw from
Champaran itself.

(b) Mill Workers” Strike and Gandhi’s Fast at Ahmedabad (1918)

Thus Gandhi met with his first success in his homeland. The
struggle also enabled him to closely understand the condition of
peasantry. The next step at mobilizing the masses was the workers of the
urban centre, Ahmedabad. There was a dispute between the textile
workers and the mill owners. He met both the parties and when the
owners refused to accept the demands of the low paid workers, Gandhi
advised them to go on strike demanding a 35 percent increase in their
wages. To bolster the morale of the workers he went on fast. The
worker’s strike and Gandhi’s fast ultimately forced the mill owners’ to
concede the demand.

(c) The Kheda Struggle (1918)

The peasants of Kheda district, due to the failure of monsoon, were
in distress. They had appealed to the colonial authorities for remission of
land revenue during 1918. As per government’s famine code, in the
event of crop yield being under 25 percent of the average the cultivators
were entitled for total remission. But the authorities refused and

harassed them demanding full payment. The Kheda peasants who were
also battling the plague epidemic, high prices and famine approached
the Servants of India Society, of which Gandhi was a member, for help.
Gandhi, along with Vithalbhai Patel, intervened on behalf of the poor
peasants and advised them to withhold payment and ‘fight unto death
against such a spirit of vindictiveness and tyranny.” Vallabhbhai Patel, a
young lawyer and Indulal Yagnik joined Gandhi in the movement and
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urged the ryots to be firm. The government repression included
attachment of crops, taking possession of the belongings of the ryots and
their cattle and in some cases auctioning them.

The government authorities issued instructions that revenues shall
be collected only from those ryots who could afford to pay. On learning
about the same, Gandhi decided to withdraw the struggle

The three struggles led by Gandhi, demonstrated that he had
understood where the Indian nation lay. It was the poor peasants and
workers of all classes and castes, who constituted the pith and marrow
of India, whose interests Gandhi espoused in these struggles. He had
confronted both the colonialist and Indian exploiters and by entering
into dialogue with them, he had demonstrated that he was a leader who
could mobilize the oppressed and at the same time negotiate with the
oppressors. These virtues made him the man of the masses and soon he
was hailed as the Mahatma.

Servants of India Society was founded by Gopal Krishna Gokhale
in 1905 to unite and train Indians of different castes, regions and
religions in welfare work. It was the first secular organization in the
country to devote itself to the betterment of underprivileged, rural and
tribal people. The members involved themselves in relief work, the
promotion of literacy, and other social causes. Members would have to
go through a five-year training period and agree to serve on modest
salaries. The organization has its headquarters in Pune (Maharashtra)
and notable branches in Chennai (Madras)), Mumbai (Bombay),
Allahabad and Nagpur.

Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms

Edwin Montagu and Chelmsford, the Secretary of State for India
and Viceroy respectively, announced their scheme of constitutional
changes for India which came to be known as the Indian Councils Act of
1919. The Act enlarged the provincial legislative councils with elected
majorities. The governments in the provinces were given more share in
the administration under ‘Dyarchy.” Under this arrangement all
important subjects like law and order and finance ‘reserved’ for the
whitemen and were directly under the control of the Governors. Other
subjects such as health, educations and local self-government were
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‘transferred” to elected Indian representatives. Ministers holding
‘transferred subjects” were responsible to the legislatures; but those in-
charge of ‘reserved’ subjects were not further the Governor of the
province could overrule the ministers under “special (veto) powers,” thus
making a mockery of the entire scheme. The part dealing with central
legislature in the act created two houses of legislature (bi-cameral).

The Central Legislative Assembly was to have 41 nominated
members, out of a total of 144. The Upper House known as the Council
of States was to have 60 members, of whom 26 were to be nominated.
Both the houses had no control over the Governor General and his
Executive Council. But the Central Government had full control over the
provincial governments. As a result, power was concentrated in the
hands of the European / English authorities. Right to vote also
continued to be restricted.

The public spirited men of India, who had extended unconditional
support to the war efforts of Britain had expected more. The scheme,
when announced in 1918, came to be criticized throughout India. The
Indian National Congress met in a special session at Bombay in August
1918 to discuss the scheme. The congress termed the scheme
‘disappointing and unsatisfactory.’

The colonial government followed a “carrot and stick policy.” There
was a group of moderate / liberal political leaders who wanted to try
and work the reforms. Led by Surendranath Banerjee, they opposed the
majority opinion and left the Congress to form their own party which
came to be called Indian Liberal Federation.

The Non-Brahmin Movement

The hierarchical Indian society and the contradictions within,
found expression in the formation of caste associations and movements
to question the dominance of higher castes. The higher castes also were
controlling the factors of production and thus the middle and lower
castes were dependent on them for livelihood. Liberalism and
humanism which influenced and accompanied the socio-religious
reform movements of the nineteenth century had affected the society
and stirred it. The symptoms of their awakening were already visible in
the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The Namasudra movement in
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the Bengal and eastern India, the Adidharma movement in North
Western India, the Satyashodhak movement in Western India and the
Dravidian movements in South India had emerged and raised their
voice by the turn of the century. They were all led by non Brahmin
leaders who questioned the supremacy of the Brahmins and other
‘superior’ castes.

It first manifested itself, through Jyoti Rao Phule’s book of 1872
titled Gulamgiri. His organization, Satyashodak Samaj, underscored the
necessity to relieve the lower castes from the tyranny of Brahminism and
the exploitative scriptures. The colonial administrators and the
educational institutions that were established indirectly facilitated their
origin. Added to the growing influence of Brahmin - upper caste men in
the colonial times in whatever opportunity was open to natives, the
colonial government published census reports once a decade. These
reports classified castes on the basis of ‘social precedence as recognized
by native public opinion’. The censuses were a source of conflict
between castes. There were claims and counterclaims as the leaders of
caste organizations fought for pre-eminence and many started new caste
associations. These attempts were further helped by the emerging
political scenario.

Leading members of castes realized that it was important to
mobilise their castes in struggles for social recognition. More than the
recognition, many of them, as years passed by, started providing for
education of their caste brethren and helped their educated youth in
getting jobs. In the meantime, introduction of electoral politics from the
1880s gave a fillip to such organisations. The outcome of all this was the
expression of socio-economic tensions through caste consciousness and
caste solidarity.

Two trends emerged out of the non- Brahmin movements. One
was what is called the process of ‘Sanskritisatian” of the ‘lower’” castes
and the second was a radical pro-poor and progressive peasant-labour
movements. While the northern and eastern caste movements by and
large were Sanskritic, the western and southern movements split and
absorbed by the rising nationalist and Dravidian-Left movements.
However all these movements were critical of what they called as
‘Brahmin domination” and attacked their “‘monopoly’, and pleaded with
the government through their associations for justice. In Bombay and
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Madras presidencies clear-cut Brahmin monopoly in the government
services and general cultural arena led to non-Brahmin politics.

The pattern of the movement in south was a little different. The
Brahmin monopoly was quite formidable as with only 3.2% of the
population they had 72% of all graduates. They came to be challenged
by educated and trading community members of the non-Brahmin
castes. They were elitist in the beginning and their challenge was
articulated by the Non- Brahmin Manifesto issued at the end of 1916.
They asserted that they formed the ‘bulk of the tax payers, including a
large majority of the zamindars, landlords and agriculturists’, yet they
received no benefits from the state.

The colonial government made use of the genuine grievances of
the non-Brahmins to divide and rule India. This was true with the
Brahmanetara Parishat, and the Justice Party of Bombay and Madras
presidencies respectively at least till 1930. Both the regions had some
socially radical possibilities as could be seen in the emergence of a
radical Dalit-Bahujan movement under the leadership of Dr Ambedkar
and the Self-Respect Movement under the leadership of Periyar
Ramaswamy.

The nationalists were unable to understand the liberal democratic
content in the awakening among the lower strata of Indian society.
While a section of the nationalists simply ignored the stirrings, a
majority of them and particularly the so-called extremists-radicals were
opposed to the movements. A few of them were even hostile and
labelled them as stooges of British, anti-national etc. The early leaders of
the non- Brahmin movement were in fact using the same tactics as the
early nationalist leaders in dealing with the colonial government.

Non-cooperation Movement

(a) Rowlatt Act

It was as part of the British policy of ‘rally the moderates and
isolate the extremists’ that the Indian Councils Act 1919 and the Rowlatt

Act of the same year were promulgated. Throughout the World War, the
repressive measures against the terrorists and revolutionaries had
continued. Many of them were hanged or imprisoned for long terms. As
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the general mood was restive, the government decided to arm itself with
more repressive powers. Despite every elected member of the central
legislature opposing the bill, the government passed the Rowlatt Act in
March 1919. This Act empowered the government to imprison any
person without trial.

Gandhi and his associates were shocked. It was the ‘Satyagraha
Sabha’” founded by Gandhi, which pledged to disobey the Act first. In
the place of the old agitational methods such as meetings, boycott of
foreign cloth and schools, picketing of toddy shops, petitions and
demonstrations, a novel method was adopted. Now ‘Satyagraha” was
the weapon to be used with the wider participation of labour, artisan
and peasant masses. The symbol of this change was to be khadi, which
soon became the uniform of nationalists. India’s Swaraj would be a
reality only when the masses awakened and became active in political
work. Almost the entire country was electrified when Gandhi called
upon the people to observe ‘hartal’ in March-April 1919 against the
Rowlatt Act. He combined it with the Khilafat issue which brought
together Hindus and Muslims.

(b) Jallianwalla Bagh Massacre

The colonial government was enraged at the mass struggles and
the enthusiasm of the masses as evidenced in the upsurge all over the
country. On 13« April 1919, in Amritsar town, in the Jallianwala enclave
that the most heinous of political crimes was perpetrated on an unarmed
mass of people by the British regime. More than two thousand people
had assembled at the venue to peacefully protest against the arrest of
their leaders Satyapal and Saifudding Kitchlew. Michael O’'Dwyer was
the Lt. Governor of Punjab and the military commander was General
Reginald Dyer. They decided to demonstrate their power and teach a
lesson to the dissenters. The part where the gathering was held had only
one narrow entrance. Dyer ordered firing on the trapped crowd with
machine guns and rifles till the ammunition was exhausted. While the
official figures of the dead was only about 379 the real number was over
a thousand. Martial law was imposed all over Punjab and people were
subject to untold indignities.

The entire country was horrified at the brutalities. In Bombay,
Calcutta, Delhi, Lahore there were widespread protests against the
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Rowlatt Act where the protesters were fired upon. There was violence in
many towns and cities. Protesting against the brutalities many celebrities
renounced their titles, of whom Ravindranath Tagore was one.

Rabindranath Tagore renounced his knighthood immediately after the
Jallianwalla Bagh massacre. In his protest letter to the viceroy on May
31, 1919, Tagore wrote "The time has come when the badge of honour
makes our shame glaring in their incongruous context of humiliation,
and, I for my part, wish to stand shorn of all special distinctions, by the
side of those of my countrymen who for their so-called insignificance are
liable to suffer degradation not fit for human beings."

The two immediate causes responsible for launching the non-
cooperation movement were the Khilafat and the Punjab wrongs. While
the khilafat issue related to the position of the Turkish Sultan vis-a- vis
the holy places of Islam, the Punjab issue related to the exoneration of
the perpetrators of the Jallianwala massacre. While the control over holy
places of Islam was taken over by non-Islamic powers against the
assurances of the British rulers, the British courts of enquiry totally
exonerated Reginald Dyer and Michael O’Dwyer of the crime
perpetrated at Jallianwala.

Gandhi and the Congress, who were bent upon Hindu-Muslim
unity, now stood by their Muslim compatriots who felt betrayed by the
British regime. The Ali brothers - Shukha and Muhammed - and
Maulana Abul Kalam Azad were the prime movers in the Khilafat
movement.

A Sikh teenager who was raised at Khalsa Orphanage named Udham
Singh saw the happening in his own eyes. To avenge the killings of
Jallianwalla Bagh, on 30 March 1940, he assassinated Michael O'Dwyer
in Caxton Hall of London. Udham Singh was hanged at Pentonville jail,
London

(c) Launch of Non-Cooperation Movement

The Khilafat Conference, at the instance of Gandhi, decided to
launch the non-cooperation movement from 31 August 1920. Earlier an
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all party meet at Allahabad had decided on a programme of boycott of
government educational institutions and their law courts. The Congress
met in a special session at Calcutta in September 1920 and resolved to
accept Gandhi’s proposal on non-cooperation with the colonial state till
such time as Khilafat and Punjab grievances were redressed and self-
government established.

Non-cooperation movement included boycott of schools, colleges,
courts, government offices, legislatures, foreign goods, return of
government conferred titles and awards. Alternatively, national schools,
panchayats were to be set up and swadeshi goods manufactured and
used. The struggle at a later stage was to include no tax campaign and
mass civil disobedience, etc. A regular Congress session held at Nagpur
in 1920 endorsed the earlier resolutions. Another important resolution at
Nagpur was to recognize and set up linguistic Provincial Congress
Committees which drew a large number of workers into the movement.
In order to broad base the Congress, the workers were to reach out to
the villages and enroll the villagers in the Congress on a nominal fee of
four annas (25 paise). The overall character of the Congress underwent
change and an atmosphere where a large majority of the masses could
develop a sense of belonging to the nation and the national struggle
developed. But it also led to some conservatives who were opposed to
mass participation in the struggle to leave the Congress. Thus the
Congress under Gandhi was shedding its elitist character, becoming a
mass organization and in a real sense ‘National’.

(d) Impact of Gandhi’s Leadership

Thousands of schools and hundreds of colleges and vidyapeethas
were established by the natives as alternatives to the government
institutions. Several leading lawyers gave up their practice. Thousands
of school and college students left the government institutions. The Ali
brothers were arrested and jailed on sedition charges. The Congress
committees called upon people to launch civil disobedience movement,
including no tax movements if the Congress committees of their region
were ready. The government as usual resorted to repression. Workers
were arrested indiscriminately and put behind bars. The visit of Prince
of Wales in 1921 to several cities in India was also boycotted. The
calculation of the colonial government that the visit of the Prince would
evoke loyal sentiments of the Indian people was proved wrong. Workers
and peasants had gone on strike across the country. Gandhi promised
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Swaraj, if Indians participated in the non-cooperation movement on
non-violent mode within a year.

South India surged forward during this phase of the struggle. The

peasants of Andhra, withheld payment of taxes to the zamindars and the
whole population of Chirala-Perala refused to pay taxes and vacated the
town en-mass. Hundreds of village Patels and Shanbogues resigned
their jobs. Non-Cooperation movement in Tamil Nadu was organised
and led by stalwarts like C. Rajagopalachari, S. Satyamurthi and Periyar
E.V.R. In Kerala, peasants organized anti-jenmi struggles.
The Viceroy admitted in a letter to the Secretary of State that the
movement had seriously affected lower classes in certain areas of UP,
Bengal, Assam, Bihar and Orissa the peasants have been affected.
Impressed by the intensity of the movement, in a special session the
Congress reiterated the intensification of the movement.In February
1922 Gandhi announced that he would lead a mass civil disobedience,
including no tax campaigns, at Bardoli, if the government did not ensure
press freedom and release the prisoners within seven days.

(e) Chauri Chaura Incident and Withdrawal of the Movement

The common people and the nationalist workers were exuberant
that Swaraj would dawn soon and participated actively in the struggle.
It had attracted all classes of people including the tribals living in the
jungles. But at the same time sporadic violence was also witnessed along
with arson. In Malabar and Andhra two very violent revolts also took
place. In the Rampa region of coastal Andhra the tribals revolted under
the leadership of Alluri Sitarama Raju. In Malabar, Muslim (Mapilla)
peasants rose up in armed rebellion against upper caste landholders and
the British government.

Chauri-Chaura, a village in Gorakhpur district of UP had an
organized volunteer group which was participating and leading the
picketing of liquor shops and local bazaar against high prices. On 5
February 1922, a Congress procession, 3000 strong, was fired upon by
police Enraged by the firing, the mob attacked and burnt down the
police station. 22 policemen lost their lives. It was this incident which
made Gandhi announce the suspension of the non-cooperation
movement.
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The Congress Working Committee ratified the decision at Bardoli,
to the disappointment of the nationalist workers. While the younger
workers resented the decision, the others who had faith in Gandhi
considered it a tactical retreat. Both Jawaharlal Nehru and Subhas Bose
were critical of Gandhi, who was arrested and sentenced to 6 years in
prison. Thus ended the non-cooperation movement.

The Khilafat issue was made redundant when the people of
Turkey under the leadership of Mustafa Kamal Pasha rose in revolt and
stripped the Sultan of his political power and abolished the Caliphate
and declared that religion and politics could not go together.

Swarajist Party and its Activities

Following the suspension of Non-cooperation the question was
what next? Chittaranjan Das and Motilal Nehru proposed a new line of
activity. They wanted to return to active politics which included entry
into electoral politics and demonstrate that the nationalists were capable
of obstructing the working of the reformed legislature by capturing
them and arousing nationalist spirit. This group came to be called the

‘Swarajists and pro-changers’. In Tamil Nadu, Satyamurti joined this
group.

There was another group which opposed council entry and
wanted to continue the Gandhian line by mobilizing the masses. This
team led by Rajagopalachari, Vallabhai Patel and Rajendra Prasad was
called “No changers.” They argued that electoral politics would divert
the attention of nationalists and pull them away from the work of mass
mobilization and their issues. They favoured the continuation of the
Gandhian constructive programme of spinning, temperance, Hindu-
Muslim unity, removal of untouchability and mobilise rural masses and
prepare them for new mass movements. The pro-changers launched the
Swarajya party as a part of the Congress. A truce was soon worked out
and both the groups would engage themselves in the Congress
programmes and their work should complement each other’s activities
under the leadership of Gandhi, though Gandhi personally favoured
constructive work.

The Swarajya party did reasonably well in the elections to Central
Assembly by winning 42 of the 101 seats open for election. With the
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cooperation of other members they were able to stall many anti-people
legislations of the colonial regime, and were successful in exposing the
inadequacy of the Act of 1919. But their efforts and enthusiasm petered
out as time passed by and consciously or unconsciously they came to be
co-opted by the Government as members of several committees
constituted by it.

In the absence of nationalist mass struggle, fissiparous tendencies
started rising their head. There were a series of communal riots with
fundamentalist elements occupying the space. Even the Swaraj party
was affected by the sectarianism as one group in the name of
‘responsivists’ started cooperating with the government, claiming to
safeguard “Hindu interests”. The Muslim fundamentalists similarly
seized the space created by the lull in national struggle and started
fanning communal feeling. Rise of Left Radicalism Gandhi was pained
at the developments. To contain the communal frenzy he went on a 21
day fast.

Left Movement

Meanwhile socialist ideas and its activists also had filled some
space through their work among peasants and workers. The labour and
peasant movements were organized by the ‘leftists’. Marxism as an
ideology to criticise colonialism and capitalism had gained ground. It
manifested itself in the organization of students and youth apart from
trade unions. Jawaharlal Nehru and Subhas Bose contributed to the
spread of leftist ideology. They argued that both colonial exploitation
and the internal exploitation by the emerging capitalists should be
fought. A group of youngsters with S A. Dange, M.N Roy, Muzaffar
Ahmed along with elderly persons such as Singaravelu form Tamilnadu
founded the peasants and worker’s parties. The government came down
heavily on the communist-socialists and the revolutionaries a series of
‘conspiracy cases’ such as Kanpur, Meerut, Kakori were booked.

It was at this juncture Bhagat Singh, Chandrashekar Azad, Rajguru
and Sukhdev emerged on the scene. The Naujawan Bharat Sabha,
Hindustan Republican Association were started and thousands of
youngmen and women became active anti-colonialists and
revolutionaries. Youth and student conferences were organized all over
the country. Meanwhile Ramprasad Bismil and Ashfag-ullah were
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convicted to death and 17 others were sentenced to long term
imprisonment in the Kakori conspiracy case. Bhagat Singh,
Chandrashekar Azad and Rajguru, enraged at the police brutality and
death of Lajpat Rai, killed Saunders, the British police officer who led
the lathi charge at Lahore. Bhagat Singh and Batukeswar Dutt threw a
bomb into the central Assembly hall on 8 April 1929. In 1929 the Meerut
conspiracy case was filed and three dozen communist leaders were
sentenced to long spells of jail terms. All these developments and
incidents are discussed in detail in the next lesson.

Simon Commission- Nehru Report - Lahore Congress

The British were due to consider and announce another instalment
of constitutional reforms some time in 1929-30. In preparation, it
announced the setting up of Indian Statutory commission (known as
‘Simon Commission’ after its chairman). The commission had only
whitemen as members and it was an insult to Indians. The Congress at it
annual session in Madras in 1927 resolved to boycott the commission.
The Muslim league and the Hindu Mahasabha also supported the
decision. A series of conferences were held and the consensus was to

work for an alternative proposal. Most of the parties agreed to challenge
the colonial attitude towards India and the result was the Motilal Nehru
Report. However the All- Parties meet held in 1928 December at
Calcutta failed to accept it on the issue of communal representation.

Simon Go Back

But the most important development was the popular protest
against the Simon Commission. Whenever the commission went protests
were held and the slogan ‘Simon Go Back’ rent the air. The movement
demonstrated that the masses were gearing up for the next stage of the
struggle. It was at Calcutta that the Congress met in December 1928. To
conciliate the left wing it was announced that Jawaharlal would be the
President of the next session in 1929. Thus Jawaharlal Nehru, son of
Motilal Nehru, who presided over Congress in 1928, succeeded his
father.
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Lahore Congress Session-Poorna Swaraj

Lahore session of the Congress has a special significance in the
history of the freedom movement. It was at the Lahore session that the
Congress declared that the objective of the Congress was the attainment
of complete independence. On 31 December 1929 the tricolour flag of
freedom was hoisted at Lahore. It was also decided that 26 January
would be celebrated as the Independence day every year.

It was also announced that civil disobedience would be started
under the leadership of Gandhi

Dandi March

As a part of the movement Gandhi announced the ‘Dandi March’.
It was a protest against the unjust tax on salt, which is used by all. But
the colonial government was taxing it and had a near monopoly over it.
The Dandi March was to cover 375 kms from Gandhi's Sabarmati
Ashram to Dandi on the Gujarat coast. Joined by a chosen band of 78
followers from all regions and social groups, after informing the colonial
government in advance, Gandhi set out on the march and reached
Dandi on the 25th day i.e. 6 April 1930. Throughout the period of the
march the press covered the event in such a way that it had caught the
attention of the entire world. He broke the salt law by picking up a fist
full of salt. It was symbolic of the refusal of Indians to be under the
repressive colonial government and its unjust laws.

Vedaranyam Salt Satyagraha

In Tamilnadu, a salt march was led by Chakravarthi
Rajagopalachari (Rajaji) to Vedaranyam. Vedaranyam, situated 150 miles
from Tiruchirapalli from where march started was an obscure coastal
village in Thanjavur district. Rajaji had just been elected president of the
Tamilnadu Congress. The march started on 13th April and reached
Vedaranyam on 28th April 1930.

The Thajavur collector J.A Thorne had warned the public of severe
action if the marchers were harboured. But the Satyagrahis were warmly
welcomed and provided with food and shelter. Those who dared to
offer food and shelter were severely dealt with. The Satyagrahis
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marched via Kumbakonam, Semmangudi, Thiruthuraipoondi where
they were given good reception.

The Vedaranyam movement stirred the masses in south India and
awakened them to the colonial oppression and the need to join the
struggle.
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The Round Table Conferences

The Simon Commission had submitted the report to the
government. The Congress, Muslim league and Hindu Mahasabha had
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boycotted it. The British regime went ahead with the consideration of
the report. But in the absence of consultations with Indian leaders it
would have been useless. In order to secure some legitimacy and
credibility to the report, the government announced that it would
convene a Round Table Conference (RTC) in London with leaders of
different shades of Indian opinion. But the Congress decided to boycott
it, on the issue of granting independence. Everyone knew, more so the
government, that it would be an exercise in futility if the Congress did
not participate.

Thus negotiations with Congress were started and the Gandhi-
Irwin pact was signed on March 5, 1931. It marked the end of civil
disobedience in India. The movement had generated worldwide
publicity, and Viceroy Irwin was looking for a way to end it. Gandhi
was released from custody in January 1931, and the two men began
negotiating the terms of the pact. In the end, Gandhi pledged to give up
the satyagraha campaign, and Irwin agreed to release tens of thousands
of Indians who had been jailed during the movement.

That year Gandhi attended the Second Round Table Conference in
London as the sole representative of the Congress. The government
agreed to allow people to make salt for their consumption, release
political prisoners who had not indulged in violence, and permitted the
picketing of liquor and foreign cloth shops. The Karachi Congress
ratified the Gandhi-Irwin pact. However the Viceroy refused to
commute the death sentence of Bhagat Singh and his comrades.

Gandhi attended the Second RTC but the government was
adamant and declined to concede his demands. He returned empty
handed and the Congress resolved on renewing the civil disobedience
movement. The economic depression had worsened the condition of the
people in general and of the peasants in particular. There were peasant
protests all over the country. The leftists were in the forefront of the
struggles of the workers and peasants. The government was determined
to crush the movement. All key leaders including Nehru,Khan Abdul
Gafar Khan and finally Gandhi were all arrested. The Congress was
banned. Special laws were enacted to crush the agitations. Over a lakh of
protesters were arrested and literature relating to nationalism was also
declared illegal and confiscated. It was a reign of terror that was
unleashed on the unarmed masses participating in the movement.
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The movement started waning and it was officially suspended in May
1933 and withdrawn in May 1934.

Emergence of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar and the Separate Electorates

Dr. Ambedkar came to the centre stage of the struggles of the
oppressed world in the 1920’s. Born in the then so-called “untouchable”
caste called Mahar in Central India as the son of an army man, he was a
brilliant student and was the first to matriculate from his community.

Ambedkar’s Academic Accomplishments

Ambedkar joined the Elphinston College, with the help of a
scholarship and graduated in 1912. With the help of a scholarship from
the Maharaja of Barona he went to United States and secured a post-
graduate degree, and doctorate, from the Columbia University. Then he
went to London to study law and economics.

Ambedkar’s brilliance caught the attention of many. Already in
1916, he had participated in an international conference of Anthropology

and presented a research paper on ‘Castes in India’, which was
published later in the Indian Antiquary. The British government which
was searching for talents among the downtrodden of India invited him
to interact with the Southborough or the Franchise Committee which
was collecting evidence on the quantum and qualifications to be fixed
for the Indian voters.

It was in these interactions that Ambedkar first spoke about
separate electorates. He argued the untouchables be given separate
electorates and reserved seats. Under this scheme only untouchables
could vote in the constituencies reserved for them. Ambedkar felt that if
any untouchable candidate contesting elections were to depend on non-
untouchable voters he or she would be more obliged to the latter and
would not therefore be in a position to worker at freely for the good of
the untouchables. If only untouchable voters were to vote and elect in
the reserved seats, those elected would be their real representatives.

Ambedkar’s Activism
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Ambedkar launched news journals and organizations. Mook
Nayak (leader of the dumb) was the journal to articulate his views and
the Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha (Association for the welfare of excluded)
spearheaded his activities. As a member of the Bombay legislative
council he worked tirelessly to secure removal of disabilities imposed on
untouchables. He launched the ‘Mahad Satyagraha’ to establish the civic
right of the untouchables to public tanks and wells. Ambedkar’s
intellectual and public activities drew the attention of all concerned. His
intellectual attacks were directed against leaders of the Indian National
Congress and the colonial bureaucracy. In the meanwhile the struggle
for freedom under Congress and Gandhi’s leadership had reached a
decisive phase with their declaration that their objective was to fight for
complete independence or ‘Purna Swaraj’

N
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Ambedkar on Separate Electorate for “Untouchables”

Ambedkar was concerned about the future of “untouchables” and
the oppressed in an independent India which was certain to be under
the control of Congress under the hegemony of the caste Hindus. He
renewed his demand for separate electorates, be it before the All-Parties
conference or the Simon commission or at the Round Table Conference.
The Congress and Gandhi were worried that separate electorates for
untouchables would further weaken the national movement, as separate
electorates to Muslims, Anglo Indians and other special interests had
helped the British to successfully pursue its divide and rule policy.
Gandhi feared that the separation of untouchables from other Hindus
politically would also have its social impact.

Communal Award

A meeting between Gandhi and Ambedkar on this issue of
separate electorates before they went to London to attend the Second
Round Table Conference ended in failure. There was an encounter

between the two again in the RTC about the same issue. It ended in a
deadlock and finally the issue was left to be arbitrated by the British
Prime Minister Ramsay McDonald. The British government announced
in August 1932 what came to be known as the Communal Award.
Ambedkar’s demands for separate electorates with reserved seats were
conceded.

Poona Pact

Gandhi was deeply upset. He declared that he would resist
separate electorates to untouchables ‘with his life’. He went on a fast
unto death in the Yervada jail where he was imprisoned. There was
enormous pressure on Ambedkar to save Gandhi’s life. Consultations,
confabulations, meetings, prayers were held all over and ultimately after
a meeting with Gandhi in the jail, the communal award was modified.
The new agreement, between Ambedkar and Gandhians, called the
‘Poona Pact” was signed.

The Poona Pact took away separate electorates but guaranteed
reserved seats for the untouchables. The provision of reserved seats was
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incorporated in the constitutional changes which were made. It was also
built into the Constitution of independent India.

Ambedkar and Party Politics

Ambedkar launched two political parties. The first one was the
Independent Labour party in 1937 and the second Scheduled Caste
Federation in 1942. The colonial government recognizing his struggles
and also to balance its support base used the services of Ambedkar.
Thus he was made a member of the Defence Advisory Committee in
1942, and a few months later, a minister in the Viceroy’s cabinet.

The crowning recognition of his services to the nation was electing

him as the chairman of the Drafting Committee of the independent
India’s Constitution. After independence Ambedkar was invited to be a
member of the Nehru cabinet.
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