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Abstract 

Mahatma Gandhi occupies a central position in the history of India’s struggle for independence. 

His contribution extended beyond political leadership and included the transformation of the 

freedom movement into a broad-based mass movement involving peasants, workers, women, 

students, merchants, and marginalized communities. Gandhi introduced and institutionalized 

the political methods of Satyagraha, Ahimsa, non-cooperation, civil disobedience, and 

constructive social work. His interventions in Champaran, Kheda, and Ahmedabad 

demonstrated the practical application of his philosophy, while the Non-Cooperation 

Movement, Salt Satyagraha and Civil Disobedience Movement, and Quit India Movement 

provided different stages in the evolution of anti-colonial resistance. Gandhi also promoted 

Swadeshi, khadi, village industries, Hindu-Muslim unity, removal of untouchability, and 

women's participation in public life. Although his strategies faced criticism and limitations, and 

although independence resulted from the contributions of many political groups and historical 

forces, Gandhi played a decisive role in changing the character of Indian nationalism. This 

paper examines Gandhi’s political philosophy, major movements, methods of mobilization, 

social programmes, relationship with other nationalist leaders, achievements, limitations, and 

lasting influence on India’s independence movement. 
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Introduction 

The Indian independence movement was one of the most significant anti-colonial struggles of 

the twentieth century. India’s struggle against British rule developed over several decades and 

involved constitutional reformers, revolutionaries, social reformers, peasants, workers, 

students, women, tribal communities, journalists, writers, and political organizations. Among 

the many leaders who contributed to this struggle, Mahatma Gandhi emerged as one of the 

most influential figures during the twentieth century. 

Gandhi returned to India from South Africa in 1915 after developing a distinctive method of 

political resistance based on truth, non-violence, self-discipline, and moral persuasion. He 

gradually became a leading figure within the Indian National Congress and transformed its 

political activities from an organization largely dominated by educated and urban elites into a 
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much broader mass movement. His leadership coincided with a period in which Indian 

nationalism was becoming increasingly critical of colonial economic exploitation, political 

repression, and racial discrimination. 

Gandhi's significance lay not simply in the number of movements he led but in the new political 

vocabulary he introduced. He argued that ordinary people could challenge an apparently 

powerful colonial state without adopting conventional armed warfare. Through Satyagraha, he 

attempted to make resistance simultaneously political and ethical. Civil resistance, according 

to Gandhi, required courage, discipline, willingness to accept suffering, and commitment to 

truth. 

The period from 1915 to 1948 witnessed several important phases of Gandhi's political career. 

His early local struggles in Champaran, Kheda, and Ahmedabad established his reputation as a 

leader capable of connecting national politics with local grievances. The Non-Cooperation 

Movement (1920–22) represented the first major nationwide mobilization under his leadership. 

The Salt March of 1930 became an internationally recognized symbol of resistance to colonial 

authority and initiated a new phase of civil disobedience. Finally, the Quit India Movement 

of 1942 expressed the demand for immediate British withdrawal from India during the Second 

World War. 

At the same time, Gandhi's role must be understood critically. He did not act alone, nor was 

Indian independence solely the result of his leadership. Leaders such as Jawaharlal Nehru, 

Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, Subhas Chandra Bose, Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, Sarojini Naidu, 

Rajendra Prasad, C. Rajagopalachari, Bhagat Singh and numerous regional leaders and 

grassroots activists contributed substantially to the movement. The revolutionary tradition, 

workers' movements, peasant mobilization, constitutional politics, international developments, 

the economic consequences of the Second World War, and the weakening of British imperial 

power also influenced the eventual transfer of power. 

Therefore, the purpose of this paper is not to portray Gandhi as the sole architect of 

independence but to examine how his ideas and leadership shaped the nature, strategy, social 

composition, and political language of the Indian independence movement. 

Research Methodology 

This study follows a qualitative historical and analytical methodology. It is based primarily 

on secondary sources, including books, scholarly studies, historical works, biographies, 

Gandhi's published writings, speeches, and research on the Indian national movement. 

The study uses a historical-interpretive approach to understand Gandhi's contribution within the 

broader political, economic, and social context of colonial India. Major movements associated 

with Gandhi are examined chronologically, while thematic analysis is used to assess his ideas 

concerning non-violence, nationalism, social reform, economic self-reliance, and mass 

mobilization. 
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The paper also adopts a critical perspective by considering both the achievements and 

limitations of Gandhi's approach. It therefore avoids treating Indian independence as the 

achievement of a single individual and instead situates Gandhi within the larger network of 

leaders, organizations, social groups, and historical forces that shaped the freedom struggle. 

Historical Background of the Indian Independence Movement 

British political control over India developed gradually through the expansion of the East India 

Company and subsequently through direct Crown rule after the Revolt of 1857. Colonial 

administration transformed India's political and economic structures while creating new forms 

of exploitation and inequality. 

The establishment of the Indian National Congress in 1885 created an important political 

platform for Indian demands. Early nationalist leaders such as Dadabhai Naoroji, Surendranath 

Banerjee, Gopal Krishna Gokhale and others initially emphasized constitutional methods, 

representation, administrative reform, and economic criticism of colonialism. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, Indian nationalism became more assertive. The 

Swadeshi Movement following the partition of Bengal in 1905 encouraged indigenous 

industries, boycotts, national education, and popular political participation. Revolutionary 

groups also emerged in different parts of India. 

The First World War further intensified economic difficulties and political expectations. The 

Rowlatt Acts of 1919, which permitted extraordinary powers of detention, generated 

widespread opposition. The Jallianwala Bagh massacre of April 1919 further undermined 

confidence in British claims of benevolent governance. 

It was within this increasingly politicized environment that Gandhi emerged as the principal 

mass leader of the Indian National Congress. 

Gandhi's Political Philosophy 

 Truth and Satyagraha 

The concept of Satyagraha was central to Gandhi's political philosophy. The term is commonly 

understood as "truth-force" or "truth holding." Gandhi developed the method during his political 

activities in South Africa and subsequently adapted it to Indian conditions. 

Satyagraha differed from passive resistance. Gandhi considered it an active form of resistance 

that required individuals to confront injustice without hatred or violence. The Satyagrahi was 

expected to accept personal suffering rather than inflict suffering on an opponent. 

The method contained several important elements: 

https://mbsresearch.com/


Journal of Language and Literature          ISSN: 2078-0303  

Vol. 12. No. 1. April, 2022 

https://mbsresearch.com/ 
An International, Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal, Impact Factor-8.311 

 

| 43 

 

 

 commitment to truth;  

 non-violence;  

 civil resistance;  

 self-discipline;  

 willingness to accept imprisonment;  

 refusal to cooperate with injustice;  

 moral persuasion.  

This approach changed the relationship between political participation and ordinary citizens. 

Political resistance was no longer necessarily dependent upon weapons, military organizations, 

or elite political institutions. 

 Ahimsa 

Ahimsa, or non-violence, was another fundamental principle of Gandhi's politics. Gandhi's 

concept of non-violence went beyond merely avoiding physical violence. It emphasized the 

rejection of hatred and the recognition of human dignity. 

For Gandhi, political struggle should not destroy the humanity of the opponent. The objective 

was not simply to defeat the British but to challenge an unjust system while maintaining ethical 

discipline. 

This approach distinguished Gandhian nationalism from many revolutionary traditions. While 

revolutionary groups considered armed struggle a legitimate response to colonial violence, 

Gandhi believed that non-violent mass action could produce greater and more sustainable 

political transformation. 

 Swaraj 

The idea of Swaraj, or self-rule, was another major component of Gandhian thought. Gandhi 

understood Swaraj in both political and ethical terms. 

Political Swaraj meant freedom from foreign domination. However, Gandhi also believed that 

true freedom required individuals and communities to develop self-discipline, social 

responsibility, economic independence, and moral autonomy. 

Consequently, independence for Gandhi was not merely the transfer of political authority from 

British officials to Indian leaders. It also involved transforming Indian society. 
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Importance of the Salt Satyagraha 

The Salt March demonstrated several important characteristics of Gandhian politics: 

1. It selected an issue understandable to ordinary people.  

2. It transformed an economic regulation into a political symbol.  

3. It encouraged mass participation.  
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4. It attracted international attention.  

5. It demonstrated the potential of disciplined civil disobedience.  

6. It challenged the legitimacy of colonial authority.  

The movement eventually led to negotiations between Gandhi and the colonial government and 

contributed to the Gandhi-Irwin Pact of 1931. 

Gandhi and the Round Table Conferences 

Gandhi participated in the Second Round Table Conference in London in 1931, representing 

the Indian National Congress. 

The conference attempted to address constitutional questions concerning India's future political 

structure. However, substantial disagreements existed regarding minority representation, 

constitutional safeguards, and the transfer of political power. 

The conference did not produce the political settlement Gandhi hoped for. 

Nevertheless, Gandhi's participation demonstrated the extent to which the Congress and the 

British government had come to recognize negotiations as an essential component of India's 

political future. 

Gandhi and the Question of Untouchability 

Gandhi regarded the practice of untouchability as a major moral and social problem within 

Indian society. 

He advocated its removal and used the term Harijan in his campaigns for the uplift of 

communities historically subjected to untouchability. He promoted temple entry, sanitation, 

education, and social integration. 

However, Gandhi's position differed significantly from that of B. R. Ambedkar, who 

demanded stronger political and institutional safeguards for Dalits and criticized caste 

structures more fundamentally. 

The disagreement between Gandhi and Ambedkar demonstrates that the nationalist movement 

contained significant debates concerning the meaning of social equality. 

Gandhi's anti-untouchability campaigns nevertheless helped place caste discrimination within 

mainstream nationalist political discourse. 

Gandhi and Peasant Mobilization 

Peasants constituted a major proportion of India's population under colonial rule. Gandhi 

understood that a successful national movement required participation beyond urban political 
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elites. 

His involvement in Champaran and Kheda demonstrated the importance of agrarian grievances. 

Later movements also drew considerable participation from rural communities. 

Gandhi's political method allowed local economic grievances to be incorporated into a broader 

nationalist framework. 

This process was crucial because it connected the abstract idea of national independence with 

everyday concerns such as land revenue, taxation, agricultural exploitation, wages, and 

economic insecurity. 

Gandhi and the Road to Independence 

The end of the Second World War fundamentally altered the international environment. 

Britain faced severe economic difficulties, changing global attitudes toward colonialism, and 

increasing pressure for political settlement in India. Indian political mobilization, military 

discontent, labor unrest, and the activities of organizations and leaders outside the Gandhian 

mainstream also influenced the situation. 

The Indian National Army (INA) and the trials of its officers generated significant public 

sympathy. The Royal Indian Navy mutiny of 1946 and other forms of unrest further 

demonstrated the changing political environment. 

Negotiations between British authorities and Indian political leaders eventually led to the 

transfer of power in August 1947. 

Gandhi had a major role in creating the political conditions in which British rule became 

increasingly difficult to sustain. However, independence resulted from the interaction of many 

forces rather than from one leader or one movement. 

Gandhi and Partition 

The Partition of India was perhaps the greatest tragedy of Gandhi's political life. 

Gandhi opposed the division of India on religious lines and sought reconciliation between 

Hindus and Muslims. During the communal violence accompanying Partition, he traveled to 

affected regions and appealed for peace. 

Rather than participating primarily in official independence celebrations, Gandhi spent much 

of the period attempting to reduce communal violence. 

His activities in Noakhali, Calcutta, and Delhi demonstrated his continuing commitment to 

intercommunal harmony. 
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Gandhi's final political efforts therefore shifted from anti-colonial mobilization to the 

preservation of social peace. 

Gandhi's Relationship with Other Nationalist Leaders 

Gandhi and Nehru shared a commitment to independence but differed on several issues, 

including industrialization, economic development, and the future structure of Indian 

society.Nehru was more strongly influenced by socialism, industrial modernity, and scientific 

development, whereas Gandhi emphasized villages, decentralized production, and ethical 

economics.Nevertheless, Gandhi recognized Nehru's importance to the younger generation and 

supported his leadership within the Congress. 

Gandhi and Vallabhbhai Patel shared a strong commitment to disciplined political 

organization.Patel played a major role in the Kheda movement and later became one of the 

Congress's most influential organizers.Gandhi's moral authority and Patel's organizational 

capabilities complemented one another in important phases of the freedom struggle. 

Gandhi and Subhas Chandra Bose represented significantly different approaches.Bose favored 

more militant and centralized methods and ultimately sought international military assistance 

against Britain through the Indian National Army.Gandhi opposed Bose's methods, but Bose 

respected Gandhi's influence among Indians and referred to him with deep reverence in 

important contexts. 

The relationship between Gandhi and Ambedkar involved profound disagreements concerning 

caste, political representation, and social reform. 

The Poona Pact of 1932 emerged from a major political dispute over separate electorates for 

the Depressed Classes. 

While Gandhi emphasized social reform and the moral transformation of Hindu society, 

Ambedkar emphasized constitutional rights, political representation, education, and the 

annihilation of caste. 

This disagreement remains important for understanding the limitations of a purely Gandhian 

interpretation of social equality. 

Conclusion 

Mahatma Gandhi played a crucial role in shaping the Indian independence movement by 

transforming the character of anti-colonial politics. His most important contribution was not 

simply leading individual campaigns but developing a political method capable of mobilizing 

large sections of Indian society. 

Through Satyagraha and Ahimsa, Gandhi offered a distinctive alternative to both 
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constitutional gradualism and revolutionary violence. His campaigns in Champaran, Kheda, 

Ahmedabad, the Non-Cooperation Movement, Salt Satyagraha, Civil Disobedience, and Quit 

India Movement demonstrated different forms of mass political resistance. 

Gandhi also expanded the meaning of freedom. For him, independence required more than the 

removal of British rule. It involved social reform, economic self-reliance, communal harmony, 

rural development, and moral responsibility. His promotion of khadi and Swadeshi transformed 

ordinary economic practices into symbols of political resistance. 

At the same time, Gandhi's role should not be exaggerated into a claim that he alone won Indian 

independence. The freedom struggle was the product of the contributions of countless 

individuals and organizations. The Indian National Congress, revolutionary groups, socialist 

and communist movements, peasant and labor organizations, women activists, Subhas Chandra 

Bose and the Indian National Army, constitutional leaders, regional movements, and wider 

international developments all contributed to the eventual weakening of British colonial rule. 

Nevertheless, Gandhi fundamentally altered the scale, style, language, and social character 

of Indian nationalism. He helped transform independence from an elite political demand into 

a mass aspiration. His legacy therefore lies not merely in the historical fact of independence but 

in the political culture of resistance, civic participation, ethical leadership, and non-violent 

action that he helped establish. 

 References 

Ambedkar, B. R. (1946). What Congress and Gandhi have done to the Untouchables. Thacker. 

Brown, Judith M. (1972). Gandhi's rise to power: Indian politics 1915–1922. Cambridge 

University Press. 

Brown, Judith M. (1989). Gandhi: Prisoner of hope. Yale University Press. 

Chandra, Bipan, Mridula Mukherjee, Aditya Mukherjee, K. N. Panikkar, and Sucheta Mahajan. 

(1989). India's struggle for independence, 1857–1947. Penguin Books. 

Chatterjee, Partha. (1986). Nationalist thought and the colonial world: A derivative discourse? 

Zed Books. 

Dalton, Dennis. (1993). Mahatma Gandhi: Nonviolent power in action. Columbia University 

Press. 

Gandhi, M. K. (1927). An autobiography: The story of my experiments with truth. Navajivan 

Publishing House. 

Gandhi, M. K. (1945). Constructive programme: Its meaning and place. Navajivan Publishing 

https://mbsresearch.com/


Journal of Language and Literature          ISSN: 2078-0303  

Vol. 12. No. 1. April, 2022 

https://mbsresearch.com/ 
An International, Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal, Impact Factor-8.311 

 

| 49 

 

 

House. 

Gandhi, M. K. (1958). Hind Swaraj or Indian home rule. Navajivan Publishing House. 

Guha, Ramachandra. (2018). Gandhi: The years that changed the world, 1914–1948. Alfred A. 

Knopf. 

Hardiman, David. (2003). Gandhi in his time and ours: The global legacy of his ideas. 

Columbia University Press. 

 Kumar, Ravinder. (1983). Essays on Gandhian politics: The Rowlatt Satyagraha of 1919, the 

Non-Cooperation and Khilafat Movements of 1920–22. Clarendon Press. 

Lal, Vinay. (2003). The Gandhi everybody loves to hate: Political intolerance and the fate of 

dissent in India. South Asia Research. 

Nanda, B. R. (1995). Gandhi and his critics. Oxford University Press. 

Parekh, Bhikhu. (1997). Gandhi: A very short introduction. Oxford University Press. 

Sarkar, Sumit. (1983). Modern India, 1885–1947. Macmillan. 

Sarkar, Sumit. (1993). Writing social history. Oxford University Press. 

Sharma, Jai Narain. (2008). Gandhian approach to peace and conflict resolution. Concept 

Publishing. 

Tendulkar, D. G. (1951–54). Mahatma: Life of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. Publications 

Division, Government of India. 

Tharoor, Shashi. (2016). An era of darkness: The British Empire in India. Aleph Book 

Company. 

Wolpert, Stanley. (2001). Gandhi's passion: The life and legacy of Mahatma Gandhi. Oxford 

University Press. 

 

 

 

https://mbsresearch.com/

