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Introduction

The Indian national movement was undoubtedly one of the biggest

mass movements modern society has ever seen. It was a movement

which galvanized millions of people of all classes and ideologies into

political action and brought to its knees a mighty colonial empire.

Consequently, along with the British, French, Russian, Chinese,

Cuban and Vietnamese revolutions, it is of great relevance to those

wishing to alter the existing political and social structure.

Various aspects of the Indian national movement, especially

Gandhian political strategy, are particularly relevant to these

movements in societies that broadly function within the confines of

the rule of law, and are characterized by a democratic and basically

civil libertarian polity. But it is also relevant to other societies. We

know for a fact that even Lech Walesa consciously tried to

incorporate elements of Gandhian strategy in the Solidarity

Movement in Poland.

The Indian national movement, in fact, provides the only actual

historical example of a semi-democratic or democratic type of

political structure being successfully replaced or transformed. It is

the only movement where the broadly Gramscian theoretical

perspective of a war of position was successfully practised; where

state power was not seized in a single historical moment of

revolution, but through prolonged popular struggle on a moral,

political and ideological level; where reserves of counter-hegemony



were built up over the years through progressive stages; where the

phases of struggle alternated with �passive� phases.

The Indian national movement is also an example of how the

constitutional space offered by the existing structure could be used

without getting co-opted by it. It did not completely reject this space,

as such rejection in democratic societies entails heavy costs in terms

of hegemonic influence and often leads to isolation � but entered it

and used it effectively in combination with non-constitutional struggle

to overthrow the existing structure.

The Indian national movement is perhaps one of the best

examples of the creation of an extremely wide movement with a

common aim in which diverse political and ideological currents could

co-exist and work � and simultaneously continue to contend for

overall ideological and political hegemony over it. While intense

debate on all basic issues was allowed, the diversity and tension did

not weaken the cohesion and striking power of the movement; on the

contrary, this diversity and atmosphere of freedom and debate

became a major source of its strength.

Today, over forty years after independence, we are still close

enough to the freedom struggle to feel its warmth and yet far enough

to be able to analyse it coolly, and with the advantage of hindsight.

Analyse it we must, for our past, present and future are inextricably

linked to it. Men and women in every age and society make their

own history, but they do not make it in a historical vacuum, de novo.

Their efforts, however innovative, at finding solutions to their

problems in the present and charting out their future, are guided and

circumscribed, moulded and conditioned, by their respective

histories, their inherited economic, political and ideological

structures. To make myself clearer, the path that India has followed

since 1947 has deep roots in the struggle for independence. The

political and ideological features, which have had a decisive impact

on post-independence development, are largely a legacy of the

freedom struggle. It is a legacy that belongs to all the Indian people,



regardless of which party or group they belong to now, for the �party�

which led this struggle from 1885 to 1947 was not then a party but a

movement � all political trends from the Right to the Left were

incorporated in it. ⋆
What are the outstanding features of the freedom struggle? A major

aspect is the values and modern ideals on which the movement itself

was based and the broad socio-economic-and political vision of its

leadership (this vision was that of a democratic, civil libertarian and

secular India, based on a self-reliant, egalitarian social order and an

independent foreign policy).

The movement popularized democratic ideas and institutions in

India. The nationalists fought for the introduction of a representative

government on the basis of popular elections and demanded that

elections be based on adult franchise. The Indian National Congress

was organized on a democratic basis and in the form of a

parliament. It not only permitted but encouraged free expression of

opinion within the party and the movement; some of the most

important decisions in its history were taken after heated debates

and on the basis of open voting.

From the beginning, the nationalists fought against attacks by the

State on the freedoms of the Press, expression and association, and

made the struggle for these freedoms an integral part of the national

movement. During their brief spell in power, from 1937-39, the

Congress ministries greatly extended the scope of civil liberties. The

defence of civil liberties was not narrowly conceived in terms of one

political group, but was extended to include the defence of other

groups whose views were politically and ideologically different. The

Moderates defended Tilak, the Extremist, and non-violent

Congressmen passionately defended revolutionary terrorists and

communists alike during their trials. In 1928, the Public Safety Bill



and Trade Disputes� Bill were opposed not only by Motilal Nehru but

also by conservatives like Madan Mohan Malaviya and M.R.

Jayakar. It was this strong civil libertarian and democratic tradition of

the national movement which was reflected in the Constitution of

independent India.

The freedom struggle was also a struggle for economic

development. In time an economic ideology developed which was to

dominate the views of independent India. The national movement

accepted, with near un animity, the need to develop India on the

basis of industrialization which in turn was to be independent of

foreign capital and was to rely on the indigenous capital goods

sector. A crucial role was assigned to the public sector and, in the

1930s, there was a commitment to economic planning.

From the initial stages, the movement adopted a pro-poor

orientation which was strengthened with the advent of Gandhi and

the rise of the leftists who struggled to make the movement adopt a

socialist outlook. The movement also increasingly moved towards a

programme of radical agrarian reform. However, socialism did not, at

any stage, become the official goal of the Indian National Congress

though there was a great deal of debate around it within the national

movement and the Indian National Congress during the 1930s and

1940s. For various reasons, despite the existence of a powerful

leftist trend within the nationalist mainstream, the dominant vision

within the Congress did not transcend the parameters of a capitalist

conception of society.

The national movement was, from its early days, fully committed to

secularism. Its leadership fought hard to inculcate secular values

among the people and opposed the growth of communalism. And,

despite the partition of India and the accompanying communal

holocaust, it did succeed in enshrining secularism in the Constitution

of free India.

It was never inward looking. Since the days of Raja Rammohan

Roy, Indian leaders had developed a broad international outlook.



Over the years, they evolved a policy of opposition to imperialism on

a world-wide scale and solidarity with anti-colonial movements in

other parts of the world. They established the principle that Indians

should hate British imperialism but not the British people.

Consequently, they were supported by a large number of English

men, women and political groups. They maintained close links with

the progressive, anti-colonial and anti-capitalist forces of the world. A

non-racist, anti-imperialist outlook, which continues to characterize

Indian foreign policy, was thus part of the legacy of the anti-

imperialist struggle. ⋆
This volume has been written within a broad framework that the

authors, their colleagues and students have evolved and are in the

process of evolving through ongoing research on and study of the

Indian national movement. We have in the preparation of this volume

extensively used existing published and unpublished monographs,

archival material, private papers, and newspapers. Our

understanding also owes a great deal to our recorded interviews with

over 1,500 men and women who participated in the movement from

1918 onwards. However, references to these sources have, for the

ease of the reader and due to constraints of space, been kept to the

minimum and, in fact, have been confined mostly to citations of

quoted statements and to works readily available in a good library.

For the same reason, though the Indian national movement has so

far been viewed from a wide variety of historiographic perspectives

ranging from the hard-core imperialist to the Marxist, and though

various stereo types and shibboleths about it exist, we have

generally avoided entering into a debate with those whose positions

and analyses differ from our own � except occasionally, as in the

case of Chapter 4, on the origin of the Indian National Congress,

which counters the hoary perennial theory of the Congress being



founded as a safety valve. In all fairness to the reader, we have only

briefly delineated the basic contours of major historiographical

trends, indicated our differences with them, and outlined the

alternative framework within which this volume has been written.⋆
We differ widely from the imperialist approach which first emerged in

the official pronouncements of the Viceroys, Lords Dufferin, Curzon

and Minto, and the Secretary of State, George Hamilton. It was first

cogently put forward by V. Chirol, the Rowlatt (Sedition) Committee

Report, Verney Lovett, and the Montagu-Chelmsford Report. It was

theorized, for the first time, by Bruce T. McCully, an American

scholar, in 1940. Its liberal version was adopted by Reginald

Coupland and, after 1947, by Percival Spear, while its conservative

version was refurbished and developed at length by Anil Seal and

J.A. Gallagher and their students and followers after 1968. Since the

liberal version is no longer fashionable in academic circles, we will

ignore it here due to shortage of space.

The conservative colonial administrators and the imperialist school

of historians, popularly known as the Cambridge School, deny the

existence of colonialism as an economic, political, social and cultural

structure in India. Colonialism is seen by them primarily as foreign

rule. They either do not see or vehemently deny that the economic,

social, cultural and political development of India required the

overthrow of colonialism. Thus, their analysis of the national

movement is based on the denial of the basic contradiction between

the interests of the Indian people and of British colonialism and

causative role this contradiction played in the rise of the national

movement. Consequently, they implicitly or explicitly deny that the

Indian national movement represented the Indian side of this

contradiction or that it was anti-imperialist, that is, it opposed British

imperialism in India. They see the Indian struggle against



imperialism as a mock battle (�mimic warfare�), �a Dassehra duel

between two hollow statues, locked in motiveless and simulated

combat.�1 The denial of the central contradiction vitiates the entire

approach of these scholars though their meticulous research does

help others to use it within a different framework.

The imperialist writers deny that India was in the process of

becoming a nation and believe that what is called India in fact

consisted of religions, castes, communities and interests. Thus, the

grouping of Indian politics around the concept of an Indian nation or

an Indian people or social classes is not recognized by them. There

were instead, they said, pre-existing Hindu-Muslim, Brahmin, Non-

Brahmin, Aryan, Bhadralok (cultured people) and other similar

identities. They say that these prescriptive groups based on caste

and religion are the real basis of political organization and, as such,

caste and religion-based politics are primary and nationalism a mere

cover. As Seal puts it: �What from a distance appear as their political

strivings were often, on close examination, their efforts to conserve

or improve the position of their own prescriptive groups.�2 (This also

makes Indian nationalism, says Seal, different from the nationalism

of China, Japan, the Muslim countries and Africa).3

If the Indian national movement did not express the interests of the

Indian people vis-a-vis imperialism, then whose interests did it

represent? Once again the main lines of the answer and argument

were worked out by late 19th century and early 20th century officials

and imperialist spokesmen. The national movement, assert the

writers of the imperialist school, was not a people�s movement but a

product of the needs and interests of the elite groups who used it to

serve either their own narrow interests or the interests of their

prescriptive groups. Thus, the elite groups, and their needs and

interests, provide the origin as well as the driving force of the idea,

ideology and movement of nationalism. These groups were

sometimes formed around religious or caste identities and

sometimes through political connections built around patronage. But,



in each case, these groups had a narrow, selfish interest in opposing

British rule or each other. Nationalism, then, is seen primarily as a

mere ideology which these elite groups used to legitimize their

narrow ambitions and to mobilize public support. The national

movement was merely an instrument used by the elite groups to

mobilize the masses and to satisfy their own interests.

Gallagher, Seal and their students have added to this viewpoint.

While Dufferin, Curzon, Chirol, Lovett, McCully, and B.B. Misra

talked of the frustrated educated middle classes using nationalism to

fight the �benevolent Raj�, Seal develops a parallel view, as found in

Chirol and the Rowlatt Committee Report, that the national

movement represented the struggle of one Indian elite group against

another for British favours. As he puts it: �It is misleading to view

these native mobilizations as directed chiefly against foreign

overlordship. Much attention has been paid to the apparent conflicts

between imperialism and nationalism; it would be at least equally

profitable to study their real partnership�.4 The main British

contribution to the rise and growth of the national movement, then,

was that British rule sharpened mutual jealousies and struggles

among Indians and created new fields and institutions for their

mutual rivalry.

Seal, Gallagher and their students also extended the basis on

which the elite groups were formed. They followed and added to the

viewpoint of the British historian Lewis Namier and contended that

these groups were formed on the basis of patron-client relationships.

They theorize that, as the British extended administrative, economic

and political power to the localities and provinces, local potentates

started organizing politics by acquiring clients and patrons whose

interests they served, and who in turn served their interests. Indian

politics began to be formed through the links of this patron-client

chain. Gradually, bigger leaders emerged who undertook to act as

brokers to link together the politics of the local potentates, and

eventually, because British rule encompassed the whole of India, all-



India brokers emerged. To operate successfully, these all-India

brokers needed province level brokers at the lower levels, and

needed to involve clients in the national movement. The second level

leaders are also described as sub-contractors. Seal says the chief

political brokers were Gandhi, Nehru, and Patel. And according to

these historians, the people themselves, those whose fortunes were

affected by all this power brokering, came in only in 1918. After that,

we are told, their existential grievances such as war, inflation,

disease, drought or depression � which had nothing to do with

colonialism � were cleverly used to bamboozle them into

participating in this factional struggle of the potentates.

Thus, this school of historians treats the Indian national movement

as a cloak for the struggle for power between various sections of the

Indian elite, and between them and the foreign elite, thus effectively

denying its existence and legitimacy as a movement of the Indian

people for the overthrow of imperialism and for the establishment of

an independent nation state. Categories of nation, class,

mobilization, ideology, etc., which are generally used by historians to

analyse national movements and revolutionary processes in Europe,

Asia and Africa are usually missing from their treatment of the Indian

national movement. This view not only denies the existence of

colonial exploitation and underdevelopment, and the central

contradiction, but also any idealism on the part of those who

sacrificed their lives for the anti-imperialist cause. As S. Gopal has

put it: �Namier was accused of taking the mind out of politics; this

School has gone further and taken not only the mind but decency,

character, integrity and selfless commitment out of the Indian

national movement.�5 Moreover, it denies any intelligent or active role

to the mass of workers, peasants, lower middle class and women in

the anti-imperialist struggle. They are treated as a child-people or

dumb creatures who had no perception of their needs and interests.

One wonders why the colonial rulers did not succeed in mobilizing

them behind their own politics!



⋆
A few historians have of late initiated a new trend, described by its

proponents as subaltern, which dismisses all previous historical

writing, including that based on a Marxist perspective, as elite

historiography, and claims to replace this old, �blinkered�

historiography with what it claims is a new people�s or subaltern

approach.

For them, the basic contradiction in Indian society in the colonial

epoch was between the elite, both Indian and foreign, on the one

hand, and the subaltern groups, on the other, and not between

colonialism and the Indian people. They believe that the Indian

people were never united in a common anti-imperialist struggle, that

there was no such entity as the Indian national movement. Instead,

they assert that there were two distinct movements or streams, the

real anti-imperialist stream of the subalterns and the bogus national

movement of the elite. The elite stream, led by the �official�

leadership of the Indian National Congress, was little more than a

cloak for the struggle for power among the elite. The subaltern

school�s characterization of the national movement bears a

disturbing resemblance to the imperialist and neo-imperialist

characterization of the national movement, the only difference being

that, while neo-imperialist historiography does not split the

movement but characterizes the entire national movement in this

fashion, �subaltern� historiography first divides the movement into two

and then accepts the neo-imperialist characterization for the �elite�

stream. This approach is also characterized by a generally

ahistorical glorification of all forms of popular militancy and

consciousness and an equally ahistorical contempt for all forms of

initiative and activity by the intelligentsia, organized party leaderships

and other �elites�. Consequently, it too denies the legitimacy of the

actual, historical anti-colonial struggle that the Indian people waged.

The new school, which promised to write a history based on the



people�s own consciousness, is yet to tap new sources that may be

more reflective of popular perceptions; its �new� writing continues to

be based on the same old �elite� sources.⋆
The other major approach is nationalist historiography. In the colonial

period, this school was represented by political activists such as

Lajpat Rai, A.C. Mazumdar, R.G. Pradhan, Pattabhi Sitaramayya,

Surendranath Banerjea, C.F. Andrews, and Girija Mukerji. More

recently, B.R. Nanda, Bisheshwar Prasad and Amles Tripathi have

made distinguished contributions within the framework of this

approach. The nationalist historians, especially the more recent

ones, show an awareness of the exploitative character of

colonialism, but on the whole they feel that the national movement

was the result of the spread and realization of the idea or spirit of

nationalism or liberty. They also take full cognizance of the process

of India becoming a nation, and see the national movement as a

movement of the people.

Their major weakness, however, is that they tend to ignore or, at

least, underplay the inner contradictions of Indian society both in

terms of class and caste. They tend to ignore the fact that while the

national movement represented the interests of the people or nation

as a whole (that is, of all classes vis-a-vis colonialism) it only did so

from a particular class perspective, and that, consequently, there

was a constant struggle between different social, ideological

perspectives for hegemony over the movement. They also usually

take up the position adopted by the right wing of the national

movement and equate it with the movement as a whole. Their

treatment of the strategic and ideological dimensions of the

movement is also inadequate. ⋆



The Marxist school emerged on the scene later. Its foundations, so

far as the study of the national movement is concerned, were laid by

R. Palme Dutt and A.R. Desai; but several others have developed it

over the years. Unlike the imperialist school, the Marxist historians

clearly see the primary contradiction, as well as the process of the

nation-in-the making, and unlike the nationalists, they also take full

note of the inner contradictions of Indian society.

However, many of them � and Palme Dutt in particular � are not

able to fully integrate their treatment of the primary anti-imperialist

contradiction and the secondary inner contradictions, and tend to

counter-pose the anti-imperialist struggle to the class or social

struggle. They also tend to see the movement as a structured

bourgeois movement, if not the bourgeoisie�s movement, and miss

its open-ended and all-class character. They see the bourgeoisie as

playing the dominant role in the movement � they tend to equate or

conflate the national leadership with the bourgeoisie or capitalist

class. They also interpret the class character of the movement in

terms of its forms of struggle (i.e., in its non-violent character) and in

the fact that it made strategic retreats and compromises. A few take

an even narrower view. They suggest that access to financial

resources determined the ability to influence the course and direction

of nationalist politics. Many of the Marxist writers also do not do an

actual detailed historical investigation of the strategy, programme,

ideology, extent and forms of mass mobilization, and strategic and

tactical manoeuvres of the national movement.⋆
Our own approach, while remaining, we believe, within the broad

Marxist tradition, tries to locate the issues � of the nature of the

contradictions in colonial India; the relationship between the primary

and the secondary contradictions; the class character of the

movement; the relationship between the bourgeoisie and other social



classes and the Indian National Congress and its leadership, i.e., the

relationship between class and party; the relationship between forms

of struggle (including non-violence) and class character, ideology,

strategy and mass character of the movement and so on � in a

framework which differs in many respects from the existing

approaches, including the classical Marxist approach of Palme Dutt

and A.R. Desai. The broad contours of that framework are outlined

below. ⋆
In our view, India�s freedom struggle was basically the result of a

fundamental contradiction between the interests of the Indian people

and that of British colonialism. From the beginning itself, India�s

national leaders grasped this contradiction. They were able to see

that India was regressing economically and undergoing a process of

underdevelopment. In time they were able to evolve a scientific

analysis of colonialism. In fact, they were the first in the 19th century

to develop an economic critique of colonialism and lay bare its

complex structure. They were also able to see the distinction

between colonial policy and the imperatives of the colonial structure.

Taking the social experience of the Indian people as colonized

subjects and recognizing the common interests of the Indian people

vis-a-vis colonialism, the national leaders gradually evolved a clear-

cut anti-colonial ideology on which they based the national

movement. This anti-colonial ideology and critique of colonialism

were disseminated during the mass phase of the movement.

The national movement also played a pivotal role in the historical

process through which the Indian people got formed into a nation or

a people. National leaders from Dadabhai Naoroji, Surendranath

Banerjea and Tilak to Gandhiji and Nehru accepted that India was

not yet a fully structured nation but a nation-in-the-making and that

one of the major objectives and functions of the movement was to



promote the growing unity of the Indian people through a common

struggle against colonialism. In other words, the national movement

was seen both as a product of the process of the nation-in-the-

making and as an active agent of the process. This process of the

nation-in-the-making was never counter-posed to the diverse

regional, linguistic and ethnic identities in India. On the contrary, the

emergence of a national identity and the flowering of other narrower

identities were seen as processes deriving strength from each other.

The pre-nationalist resistance to colonial rule failed to understand

the twin phenomena of colonialism and the nation-in-the-making. In

fact, these phenomena were not visible, or available to be grasped,

on the surface. They had to be grasped through hard analysis. This

analysis and political consciousness based on it were then taken to

the people by intellectuals who played a significant role in arousing

the inherent, instinctive, nascent, anti-colonial consciousness of the

masses. ⋆
As explained in Chapter 38, the Indian national movement had a

certain specific, though untheorized, strategy of struggle within which

its various phases and forms of struggle were integrated, especially

after 1918. This strategy was formed by the waging of hegemonic

struggle for the minds and hearts of the Indian people. The purpose

was to destroy the two basic constituents of colonial hegemony* or

the belief system through which the British secured the

acquiescence of the Indian people in their rule: that British rule was

benevolent or for the good of the Indians and that it was invincible or

incapable of being overthrown. Replying to the latter aspect,

Jawaharlal Nehru wrote in The Discovery of India : �The essence of

his (Gandhiji�s) teaching was fearlessness . . . not merely bodily

courage but the absence of fear from the mind . . . But the dominant

impulse in India under British rule was that of fear, pervasive,



oppressing, strangling fear; fear of the army, the police, the

widespread secret service; fear of the official class; fear of laws

meant to suppress and of prison; fear of the landlord�s agents; fear

of the money-lender; fear of unemployment and starvation, which

were always on the threshold. It was against this all-pervading fear

that Gandhiji�s quiet and determined voice was raised: Be not afraid.⋆
And how was nationalist hegemony to be evolved? In the case of a

popular anti-imperialist movement, we believe, the leadership, acting

within a particular ideological framework, exercises hegemony by

taking up the anti-colonial interests of the entire colonized people

and by unifying them by adjusting the class interests of the different

classes, strata and groups constituting the colonized people. The

struggle for ideological hegemony within a national movement

pertains to changing the relative balance of advantages flowing from

such adjustment and not to the question of adjustment itself. In the

colonial situation the anti-imperialist struggle was primary and the

social � class and caste � struggles were secondary, and,

therefore, struggles within Indian society were to be initiated and

then compromised rather than carried to an extreme, with all

mutually hostile classes and castes making concessions.

Further, the nationalist strategy alternated between phases of

massive mass struggle which broke existing laws and phases of

intense political-agitational work within the legal framework. The

strategy accepted that mass movements by their very nature had

ups and downs, troughs and peaks, for it was not possible for the

vast mass of people to engage continuously in a long-drawn-out

extra legal struggle that involved considerable sacrifice. This strategy

also assumed freedom struggle advancing through stages, though

the country was not to advance to freedom till the threshold of the

last stage was crossed.



Constructive work � organized around the promotion of khadi,

national education, Hindu-Muslim unity, the boycott of foreign cloth

and liquor, the social upliftment of the Harijans (low caste

�untouchables�) and tribal people and the struggle against

untouchability � formed an important part of nationalist strategy

especially during its constitutional phases.This strategy also involved

participation in the colonial constitutional structure without falling

prey to it or without getting co-opted by it.

And what was the role of non-violence? It was not, we believe, a

mere dogma of Gandhiji nor was it dictated by the interests of the

propertied classes. It was an essential part of a movement whose

strategy involved the waging of a hegemonic struggle based on a

mass movement which mobilized the people to the widest possible

extent.

The nationalist strategy of a war of position, of hegemonic

struggle, was also linked to the semi-hegemonic or legal

authoritarian character of the colonial state which functioned through

the rule of law, a rule-bound bureaucracy and a relatively

independent judiciary while simultaneously enacting and enforcing

extremely repressive laws and which extended a certain amount of

civil liberties in normal times and curtailed them in periods of mass

struggle. It also constantly offered constitutional and economic

concessions though it always retained the basics of state power in its

own hands.

Seen from this point of view, the peaceful and negotiated nature of

the transfer of power in 1947 was no accident, nor was it the result of

a compromise by a tired leadership, but was the result of the

character and strategy of the Indian national movement, the

culmination of a war of position where the British recognized that the

Indian people were no longer willing to be ruled by them and the

Indian part of the colonial apparatus could no longer be trusted to

enforce a rule which the people did not want. The British recognized

that they had lost the battle of hegemony or war of position and



decided to retreat rather than make a futile attempt to rule such a

vast country by threat of a sword that was already breaking in their

hands.

Seen in this strategic perspective, the various negotiations and

agreements between the rulers and the nationalist leadership, the

retreat of the movement in 1922 and 1934, the compromise involved

in the Gandhi- Irwin Pact and the working of constitutional reforms

after 1922 and in 1937 also have to be evaluated differently from that

done by writers such as R. Palme Dutt. This we have done in the

chapters dealing with these issues.⋆
The Indian national movement was a popular, multi-class movement.

It was not a movement led or controlled by the bourgeoisie, nor did

the bourgeoisie exercise exclusive influence over it. Moreover, its

multi-class, popular, and open-ended character meant that it was

open to the alternative hegemony of socialist ideas.

The national movement did, in fact, undergo constant ideological

transformation. In the late 1920s and 1930s, Jawaharlal Nehru,

Subhas Bose, the Communists, the Congress Socialists, and other

Left-minded socialist groups and individuals made an intense effort

to give the movement and the National Congress a socialistic

direction. One aspect of this was the effort to organize the peasants

in kisan sabhas, the workers in trade unions and the youth in youth

leagues and student unions. The other was the effort to give the

entire national movement a socialist ideological orientation, to make

it adopt a socialist vision of free India. This effort did achieve a

certain success and socialist ideas spread widely and rapidly. Almost

all young intellectuals of the 1930s and 1940s belonged to some

shade of pink or red. Kisan sabhas and trade unions also tended to

shift to the Left. Also important in this respect was the constant

development of Gandhiji�s ideas in a radical direction. But, when



freedom came, the Left had not yet succeeded, for various reasons,

in establishing the hegemony of socialist ideas over the national

movement and the dominant vision within the movement remained

that of bourgeois development. Thus, we suggest, the basic

weakness of the movement was located in its ideological structure.⋆
The Indian National Congress, being a movement and not just a

party, included within its fold, individuals and groups which

subscribed to widely divergent political and ideological perspectives.

Communists, Socialists and Royists worked within the Congress as

did constitutionalists like Satyamurthy and K.M. Munshi. At the same

time, the national movement showed are markable capacity to

remain united despite diversity. A lesson was learnt from the

disastrous split of 1907 and the Moderates and Extremists,

constitutionalists and non-constitutionalists and leftists and rightists

did not split the Indian National Congress thereafter, even in the

gravest crises.

There were, of course, many other streams flowing into the

swelling river of India�s freedom struggle. The Indian National

Congress was the mainstream but not the only stream. We have

discussed many of these streams in this volume: the pre-Congress

peasant and tribal movements, the Revolutionary Terrorists, the

Ghadar and Home Rule Movements, the Akali and Temple Reform

movements of the 1920s, the struggle in the legislatures and in the

Press, the peasant and working class struggles, the rise of the Left

inside and outside the Congress, the state people�s movements, the

politics of the capitalist class, the Indian National Army, the RIN

Revolt, etc. We have, as a matter of fact, devoted nearly half of this

volume to political movements which formally happened outside the

Congress. But we do not treat these �non-Congress� movements as

�parallel� streams, as some have maintained. Though they were



outside the Congress, most of them were not really separate from it.

They cannot be artificially counterposed to the movement led by the

Congress, which, with all its positive and negative features, was the

actual anti-imperialist movement of the Indian people incorporating

their historical energies and genius, as in the case with any genuine

mass movement.

In fact, nearly all these movements established a complex

relationship with the Congress mainstream and at no stage became

alternatives to the Congress. They all became an integral part of the

Indian national movement. The only ones which may be said to have

formed part of an alternative stream of politics were the communal

and casteist movements which were not nationalist or anti-imperialist

but in fact betrayed loyalist pro-colonial tendencies.⋆
In time, the Indian National Movement developed into one of the

greatest mass movements in world history. It derived its entire

strength, especially after 1918, from the militancy and self-sacrificing

spirit of the masses. Satyagraha as a form of struggle was based on

the active participation of the people and on the sympathy and

support of the non-participating millions. Several Satyagraha

campaigns � apart from innumerable mass agitational campaigns

� were waged between 1919 and 1942. Millions of men and women

were mobilized in myriad ways; they sustained the movement by

their grit and determination. Starting out as a movement of the

nationalist intelligentsia, the national movement succeeded in

mobilizing the youth, women, the urban petty bourgeoisie, the urban

and rural poor, urban and rural artisans, peasants, workers,

merchants, capitalists, and a large number of small landlords.

The movement in its various forms and phases took modern

politics to the people. It did not, in the main, appeal to their pre-

modern consciousness based on religion, caste and locality or



loyalty to the traditional rulers or chieftains. It did not mobilize people

ideologically around religion, caste or region. It fought for no benefits

on that basis. People did not join it as Brahmins, or Patidars, or

Marathas, or Harijans. It made no appeal to religious or caste

identities, though in some cases caste structure was used in villages

to enforce discipline in a movement whose motivation and demands

had nothing to do with caste.

Even while relying on the popular consciousness, experience,

perception of oppression, and the needed remedies, on notions of

good rule or utopia the movement did not merely reflect the existing

consciousness but also made every effort to radically transform it in

the course of the struggle. Consequently it created space for as well

as got integrated with other modern, liberationist movements �

movements of women, youth, peasants, workers, Harijans and other

lower castes. For example, the social and religious reform

movements which developed during the 19th century as part of the

defence against colonialization of Indian culture merged with the

national movement. Most of them became a part of the broad

spectrum of the national movement in the 20th century. But, in the

end, the national movement had to surrender in part before

communalism. We have tried to examine, at some length, the rise

and growth of communalism and the reasons for the partial failure of

the national movement to counter its challenge. The national

movement also failed to undertake a cultural revolution despite some

advances in the social position of women and lower castes.

Moreover, it was unable to take the �cultural defence� of the late 19th

century�s social and religious reforms back to the rationalist critical

phase of the early 19th century. It also could not fully integrate the

cultural struggle with the political struggle despite Gandhiji�s efforts in

that direction.

The national movement was based on an immense faith in the

capacity of the Indian people to make sacrifices. At the same time, it

recognized the limits on this capacity and did not make demands



based on unrealistic and romantic notions. After all, while a cadre-

based movement can base itself on exceptional individuals capable

of making uncommon sacrifices, a mass movement, even while

having exceptional individuals as leaders, has to rely on the masses

with all their nørmal strengths and weaknesses. It is these common

people who had to perform uncommon tasks. �The nation has got

energy of which you have no conception but I have,� Gandhiji told

K.F. Nariman in 1934. At the same time, he said, a leadership should

not �put an undue strain on the energy.�7

As a mass movement, the Indian national movement was able to

tap the diverse energies, talents and capacities of a large variety of

people. It had a place for all � old and young, rich and poor, women

and men, the intellectuals and the masses. People participated in it

in varied ways: from jail-going Satyagraha and picketing to

participation in public meetings and demonstrations, from going on

hartals and strikes to cheering the jathas of Congress volunteers

from the sidelines, from voting for nationalist candidates in municipal,

district, provincial and central elections to participating in

constructive programmes, from becoming 4-anna (25 paise )

members of the Congress to wearing khadi and a Gandhi cap, from

contributing funds to the Congress to feeding and giving shelter to

Congress agitators, from distributing and reading the Young India

and the Harijan or the illegal Patrikas (bulletins) to staging and

attending nationalist dramas and poetry festivals, and from writing

and reading nationalist novels, poems and stories to walking and

singing in the prabhat pheries (parties making rounds of a town or

part of it).

The movement and the process of mass mobilization were also an

expression of the immense creativity of the Indian people. They were

able to give a full play to their innovativeness and initiative.

The movement did not lack exceptional individuals, both among

leaders and followers. It produced thousands of martyrs. But as

heroic were those who worked for years, day after day, in an



unexciting, humdrum fashion, forsaking their homes and careers,

and losing their lands and very livelihood � whose families were

often short of daily bread and whose children went without adequate

education or health care.

* Relying basically on Gramsci, we have used the concept of hegemony in an

amended form since exercise of hegemony in a colonial society both by the

colonial rulers and the opposing anti-imperialist forces occurs in a context different

from an independent capitalist society. The concept of hegemony, as used by us,

means exercise of leadership as opposed to pure domination. More specifically, it

relates to the capacity of, as also the strategy through which, the rulers or

dominant classes or leadership of popular movements organize consent among

the ruled or the followers and exercise moral and ideological leadership over them.

According to Gramsci, in the case of class hegemony, the hegemonic class is able

to make compromises with a number of allied classes by taking up their causes

and interests and thus emerges as the representative of the current interests of the

entire society. It unifies these allies under its own leadership through �a web of

institutions, social relations and ideas.� The Gramscian concept of hegemony is of

course opposed to an economistic notion of movements and ideologies which

concentrate primarily on immediate class interests in politics and ideology and

tend to make a direct correlation between the two and sometimes even to derive

the latter from the former.
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The First Major Challenge: The Revolt
of 1857

It was the morning of 11 May 1857. The city of Delhi had not yet

woken up when a band of sepoys from Meerut, who had defied and

killed the European officers the previous day, crossed the Jamuna,

set the toll house on fire and marched to the Red Fort. They entered

the Red Fort through the Raj Ghat gate, followed by an excited

crowd, to appeal to Bahadur Shah II, the Moghul Emperor � a

pensioner of the British East India Company, who possessed nothing

but the name of the mighty Mughals � to become their leader, thus,

give legitimacy to their cause. Bahadur Shah vacillated as he was

neither sure of the intentions of the sepoys nor of his own ability to

play an effective role. He was however persuaded, if not coerced, to

give in and was proclaimed the Shahenshah-e-Hindustan. The

sepoys, then, set out to capture and control the imperial city of Delhi.

Simon Fraser, the Political Agent, and several other Englishmen

were killed; the public offices were either occupied or destroyed. The

Revolt of 1857, an unsuccessful but heroic effort to eliminate foreign

rule, had begun. The capture of Delhi and the proclamation of

Bahadur Shah as the Emperor of Hindustan gave a positive political

meaning to the Revolt and provided a rallying point for the rebels by

recalling the past glory of the imperial city.

The Revolt at Meerut and the capture of Delhi was the precursor

to a widespread mutiny by the sepoys and rebellion almost all over

North India, as well as Central and Western India. South India



remained quiet and Punjab and Bengal were only marginally

affected. Almost half the Company�s sepoy strength of 2,32,224

opted out of their loyalty to their regimental colours and overcame

the ideology of the army, meticulously constructed over a period of

time through training and discipline.⋆
Even before the Meerut incident, there were rumblings of resentment

in various cantonments. The 19th Native Infantry at Berhampur,

which refused to use the newly introduced Enfield rifle, was

disbanded in March 1857. A young sepoy of the 34th Native Infantry,

Mangal Pande, went a step further and fired at the Sergeant Major of

his regiment. He was overpowered and executed and his regiment

too, was disbanded. The 7th Oudh Regiment which defied its officers

met with a similar fate.

Within a month of the capture of Delhi, the Revolt spread to

different parts of the country: Kanpur, Lucknow, Benares, Allahabad,

Bareilly, Jagdishpur and Jhansi. The rebel activity was marked by

intense anti- British feelings, and the administration was invariably

toppled. In the absence of any leaders from their own ranks, the

insurgents turned to the traditional leaders of Indian society � the

territorial aristocrats and feudal chiefs who had suffered at the hands

of the British.

At Kanpur, the natural choice was Nana Saheb, the adopted son

of the last Peshwa, Baji Rao II. He had refused the family title and,

banished from Poona, was living near Kanpur. Begum Hazrat Mahal

took over the reigns at Lucknow, where popular sympathy was

overwhelmingly in favour of the deposed Nawab. Her son, Birjis

Qadir, was proclaimed the Nawab and a regular administration was

organized with important offices shared equally by Muslims and

Hindus.



At Barielly, Khan Bahadur, a descendant of the former ruler of

Rohilkhand, was placed in command. Living on a pension granted by

the British, he was not too enthusiastic about this and had in fact,

warned the Commissioner of the impending mutiny. Yet, once the

Revolt broke out, he assumed the administration, organized an army

of 40,000 soldiers and offered stiff resistance to the British.⋆
In Bihar, the Revolt was led by Kunwar Singh, the zamindar of

Jagdishpur, a 70-year-old man on the brink of bankruptcy. He nursed

a grudge against the British. He had been deprived of his estates by

them and his repeated appeals to be entrusted with their

management again fell on deaf ears. Even though he had not

planned an uprising, he unhesitatingly joined the sepoys when they

reached Arrah from Dinapore.

The most outstanding leader of the Revolt was Rani Lakshmibhai,

who assumed the leadership of the sepoys at Jhansi. Lord

Dalhousie, the Governor-General, had refused to allow her adopted

son to succeed to the throne after her husband died and had

annexed the state by the application of the Doctrine of Lapse. The

Rani had tried everything to reverse the decision. She even offered

to keep Jhansi �safe� for the British if they would grant her wishes.

When it was clear nothing was working she joined the sepoys and, in

time, became one of the most formidable enemies the British had to

contend with.

The Revolt was not confined to these major centres. It had

embraced almost every cantonment in the Bengal and a few in

Bombay. Only the Madras army remained totally loyal. Why did the

sepoys revolt? It was considered prestigious to be in the service of

the Company; it provided economic stability. Why, then, did the

sepoys choose to forego these advantages for the sake of an

uncertain future? A proclamation issued at Delhi indicates the



immediate cause: �It is well known that in these days all the English

have entertained these evil designs � first, to destroy the religion of

the whole Hindustani Army, and then to make the people by

compulsion Christians. Therefore, we, solely on account of our

religion, have combined with the people, and have not spared alive

one infidel, and have re-established the Delhi dynasty on these

terms.�1

It is certainly true that the conditions of service in the Company�s

army and cantonments increasingly came into conflict with the

religious beliefs and prejudices of the sepoys, who were

predominantly drawn from the upper caste Hindus of the North

Western Provinces and Oudh. Initially, the administration sought to

accommodate the sepoys� demands: facilities were provided to them

to live according to the dictates of their caste and religion. But, with

the extension of the Army�s operation not only to various parts of

India, but also to countries outside, it was not possible to do so any

more. Moreover, caste distinctions and segregation within a regiment

were not conducive to the cohesiveness of a fighting unit. To begin

with, the administration thought of an easy way out: discourage the

recruitment of Brahmins; this apparently did not succeed and, by the

middle of the nineteenth century, the upper castes predominated in

the Bengal Army, for instance.

The unhappiness of the sepoys first surfaced in 1824 when the

47th Regiment at Barrackpur was ordered to go to Burma. To the

religious Hindu, crossing the sea meant loss of caste. The sepoys,

therefore, refused to comply. The regiment was disbanded and those

who led the opposition were hanged. The religious sensibilities of the

sepoys who participated in the Afghan War were more seriously

affected. During the arduous and disastrous campaigns, the fleeing

sepoys were forced to eat and drink whatever came their way. When

they returned to India, those at home correctly sensed that they

could not have observed caste stipulations and, therefore, were

hesitant to welcome them back into the biradiri (caste fraternity).



Sitaram who had gone to Afghanistan found himself an outcaste not

only in his village, but even in his own barracks. The prestige of

being in the pay of the Company was not enough to hold his position

in society; religion and caste proved to be more powerful.2⋆
The rumours about the Government�s secret designs to promote

conversions to Christianity further exasperated the sepoys. The

official-missionary nexus gave credence to the rumour. In some

cantonments, missionaries were permitted to preach openly and

their diatribe against other religions angered the sepoys. The reports

about the mixing of bone dust in atta and the introduction of the

Enfield rifle enhanced the sepoys� growing disaffection with the

Government. The cartridges of the new rifle had to be bitten off

before loading and the grease was reportedly made of beef and pig

fat. The army administration did nothing to allay these fears, and the

sepoys felt their religion was in real danger.

The sepoys� discontent was not limited to religion alone. They

were equally unhappy with their emoluments. A sepoy in the infantry

got seven rupees a month. A sawar in the cavalry was paid Rs. 27,

out of which he had to pay for his own uniform, food and the upkeep

of his mount, and he was ultimately left with only a rupee or two.

What was more galling was the sense of deprivation compared to his

British counterparts. He was made to feel a subordinate at every

step and was discriminated against racially and in matters of

promotion and privileges. �Though he might give the signs of a

military genius of Hyder,� wrote T.R. Holmes, �he knew that he could

never attain the pay of an English subaltern and that the rank to

which he might attain, after 30 years of faithful service, would not

protect him from the insolent dictation of an ensign fresh from

England.�3



The discontent of the sepoys was not limited to matters military,

they reflected the general disenchantment with and opposition to

British rule. The sepoy, in fact, was a �peasant in uniform,� whose

consciousness was not divorced from that of the rural population. A

military officer had warned Dalhousie about the possible

consequences of his policies: �Your army is derived from the

peasantry of the country who have rights and if those rights are

infringed upon, you will no longer have to depend on the fidelity of

the army . . . If you infringe the institutions of the people of India, that

army will sympathise with them; for they are part of the population,

and in every infringement you may make upon the rights of the

individuals, you infringe upon the rights of men who are either

themselves in the army or upon their sons, their fathers or their

relations.�4 ⋆
Almost every agricultural family in Oudh had a representative in the

army; there were 75,000 men from Oudh. Whatever happened there

was of immediate concern to the sepoy. The new land revenue

system introduced after the annexation and the confiscation of lands

attached to charitable institutions affected his well-being. That

accounted for the 14,000 petitions received from the sepoys about

the hardships of the revenue system. A proclamation issued by the

Delhi rebels clearly reflected the sepoy�s awareness of the misery

brought about by British rule. The mutiny in itself, therefore, was a

revolt against the British and, thus, a political act. What imparted this

character to the mutiny was the sepoy�s identity of interests with the

general population.

The Revolt of the sepoys was accompanied by a rebellion of the

civil population, particularly in the North Western Provinces and

Oudh, the two areas from which the sepoys of the Bengal army were

recruited. Except in Muzzafarnagar and Saharanpur, civil rebellion



followed the Revolt of the sepoys. The action of the sepoys released

the rural population from fear of the state and the control exercised

by the administration. Their accumulated grievances found

immediate expression and they rose en masse to give vent to their

opposition to British rule. Government buildings were destroyed, the

�treasury was plundered, the magazine was sacked, barracks and

court houses were burnt and prison gates were flung open.� The civil

rebellion had a broad social base, embracing all sections of society

� the territorial magnates, peasants, artisans, religious mendicants

and priests, civil servants, shopkeepers and boatmen. The Revolt of

the sepoys, thus, resulted in a popular uprising.⋆
The reason for this mass upsurge has to be sought in the nature of

British rule which adversely affected the interests of almost all

sections of society. Under the burden of excessive taxes the

peasantry became progressively indebted and impoverished. The

only interest of the Company was the realization of maximum

revenue with minimum effort. Consequently, settlements were

hurriedly undertaken, often without any regard for the resources of

the land. For instance, in the district of Bareilly in 1812, the

settlement was completed in the record time of ten months with a

dramatic increase of Rs. 14,73,188 over the earlier settlement.

Delighted by this increase, the Government congratulated the

officers for their �zeal, ability and indefatigable labour.� It did not

occur to the authorities that such a sharp and sudden increase would

have disastrous consequences on the cultivators. Naturally, the

revenue could not be collected without coercion and torture: in

Rohilkhand there were as many as 2,37,388 coercive collections

during 1848-56. Whatever the conditions, the Government was keen

on collecting revenue. Even in very adverse circumstances,

remissions were rarely granted. A collector who repeatedly reported



his inability to realize revenue from an estate, as only grass was

grown there, was told that grass was a very good produce and it

should be sold for collecting revenue!5

The traditional landed aristocracy suffered no less. In Oudh, which

was a storm centre of the Revolt, the taluqdars lost all their power

and privileges.About 21,000 taluqdars who see states were

confiscated suddenly found themselves without a source of income,

�unable to work, ashamed to beg, condemned to penury.� These

dispossessed taluqdars smarting under the humiliation heaped on

them, seized the opportunity presented by the Sepoy Revolt to

oppose the British and regain what they had lost.⋆
British rule also meant misery to the artisans and handicraftsmen.

The annexation of Indian states by the Company cut off their major

source of patronage. Added to this, British policy discouraged Indian

handicrafts and promoted British goods. The highly skilled Indian

craftsmen were deprived of their source of income and were forced

to look for alternate sources of employment that hardly existed, as

the destruction of Indian handicrafts was not accompanied by the

development of modern industries.

The reforming zeal of British officials under the influence of

utilitarianism had aroused considerable suspicion, resentment, and

opposition. The orthodox Hindus and Muslims feared that through

social legislation the British were trying to destroy their religion and

culture. Moreover, they believed that legislation was undertaken to

aid the missionaries in their quest for evangelization. The orthodox

and the religious, therefore, arrayed against the British. Several

proclamations of the rebels expressed this cultural concern in no

uncertain terms.

The coalition of the Revolt of the sepoys and that of the civil

population made the 1857 movement an unprecedented popular



upsurge. Was it an organized and methodically planned Revolt or a

spontaneous insurrection? In the absence of any reliable account left

behind by the rebels it is difficult to be certain. The attitude and

activities of the leaders hardly suggest any planning or conspiracy on

their part and if at all it existed it was at an embryonic stage.

When the sepoys arrived from Meerut, Bahadur Shah seems to

have been taken by surprise and promptly conveyed the news to the

Lt. Governor at Agra. So did Rani Lakshmibhai of Jhansi who took

quite some time before openly joining the rebels. Whether Nana

Saheb and Maulvi Ahmad Shah of Faizabad had established links

with various cantonments and were instrumental in instigating Revolt

is yet to be proved beyond doubt. Similarly, the message conveyed

by the circulation of chappatis and lotus flowers is also uncertain.

The only positive factor is that within a month of the Meerut incident

the Revolt became quite widespread.⋆
Even if there was no planning and organization before the revolt, it

was important that it was done, once it started. Immediately after the

capture of Delhi a letter was addressed to the rulers of all the

neighbouring states and of Rajasthan soliciting their support and

inviting them to participate. In Delhi, a court of administrators was

established which was responsible for all matters of state. The court

consisted of ten members, six from the army and four from the

civilian departments. All decisions were taken by a majority vote. The

court conducted the affairs of the state in the name of the Emperor.

�The Government at Delhi,� wrote a British official, �seems to have

been a sort of constitutional Milocracy. The king was king and

honoured as such, like a constitutional monarch; but instead of a

Parliament, he had a council of soldiers, in whom power rested, and

of whom he was no degree a military commander.�6 In other centres,

also, attempts were made to bring about an organization.



Bahadur Shah was recognized as the Emperor by all rebel

leaders. Coins were struck and orders were issued in his name. At

Bareilly, Khan Bahadur Khan conducted the administration in the

name of the Mughal Emperor. It is also significant that the first

impulse of the rebels was always to proceed to Delhi whether they

were at Meerut, Kanpur or Jhansi. The need to create an

organization and a political institution to preserve the gains was

certainly felt. But in the face of the British counter- offensive, there

was no chance to build on these early nebulous ideas.

For more than a year, the rebels carried on their struggle against

heavy odds. They had no source of arms and ammunition; what they

had captured from the British arsenals could not carry them far. They

were often forced to fight with swords and pikes against an enemy

supplied with the most modern weapons. They had no quick system

of communication at their command and, hence, no coordination was

possible. Consequently, they were unaware of the strength and

weaknesses of their compatriots and as a result could not come to

each other�s rescue in times of distress. Every one was left to play a

lonely hand. ⋆
Although the rebels received the sympathy of the people, the country

as a whole was not behind them. The merchants, intelligentsia and

Indian rulers not only kept aloof, but actively supported the British.

Meetings were organized in Calcutta and Bombay by them to pray

for the success of the British. Despite the Doctrine of Lapse, the

Indian rulers who expected their future to be safer with the British

liberally provided them with men and materials. Indeed, the sepoys

might have made a better fight of it if they had received their support.

Almost half the Indian soldiers not only did not Revolt but fought

against their own countrymen. The recapture of Delhi was effected

by five columns consisting of 1700 British troops and 3200 Indians.



The blowing up of Kashmere Gate was conducted by six British

officers and NCOs and twenty-four Indians, of whom ten were

Punjabis and fourteen were from Agra and Oudh.

Apart from some honourable exceptions like the Rani of Jhansi,

Kunwar Singh and Maulvi Ahmadullah, the rebels were poorly

served by their leaders. Most of them failed to realize the

significance of the Revolt and simply did not do enough. Bahadur

Shah and Zeenat Mahal had no faith in the sepoys and negotiated

with the British to secure their safety. Most of the taluqdars tried only

to protect their own interests. Some of them, like Man Singh,

changed sides several times depending on which side had the upper

hand.

Apart from a commonly shared hatred for alien rule, the rebels had

no political perspective or a definite vision of the future. They were

all prisoners of their own past, fighting primarily to regain their lost

privileges. Unsurprisingly, they proved incapable of ushering in a

new political order. John Lawrence rightly remarked that �had a

single leader of ability arisen among them (the rebels) we must have

been lost beyond redemption.�

That was not to be, yet the rebels showed exemplary courage,

dedication and commitment. Thousands of men courted death,

fighting for a cause they held dear. Their heroism alone, however,

could not stem the onslaught of a much superior British army. The

first to fall was Delhi on 20 September 1857 after a prolonged battle.

Bahadur Shah, who took refuge in Humayun�s tomb, was captured,

tried and deported to Burma. With that the back of the Revolt was

broken, since Delhi was the only possible rallying point. The British

military then dealt with the rebels in one centre after another. The

Rani of Jhansi died fighting on 17 June 1858. General Hugh Rose,

who defeated her, paid high tribute to his enemy when he said that

here lay the woman who was the only man among the rebels.� Nana

Saheb refused to give in and finally escaped to Nepal in the

beginning of 1859, hoping to renew the struggle. Kunwar Singh,



despite his old age, was too quick for the British troops and

constantly kept them guessing till his death on 9 May 1858. Tantia

Tope, who successfully carried on guerrilla warfare against the

British until April 1859, was betrayed by a zamindar, captured and

put to death by the British.

Thus, came to an end the most formidable challenge the British

empire had to face in India. It is a matter of speculation as to what

the course of history would have been had the rebels succeeded.

Whether they would have �put the clock back� and resurrected and

reinforced a feudal order need not detain us here; although that was

not necessarily the only option. Despite the sepoys� limitations and

weaknesses, their effort to emancipate the country from foreign rule

was a patriotic act and a progressive step. If the importance of a

historical event is not limited to its immediate achievements, the

Revolt of 1857 was not a pure historical tragedy. Even in failure it

served a grand purpose: a source of inspiration for the national

liberation movement which later achieved what the Revolt could not.
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Civil Rebellions and Tribal Uprisings

The Revolt of 1857 was the most dramatic instance of traditional

India�s struggle against foreign rule. But it was no sudden

occurrence. It was the culmination of a century long tradition of fierce

popular resistance to British domination.

The establishment of British power in India was a prolonged

process of piecemeal conquest and consolidation and the

colonialization of the economy and society. This process produced

discontent, resentment and resistance at every stage.

This popular resistance took three broad forms: civil rebellions,

tribal uprisings and peasant movements. We will discuss the first two

in this chapter. ⋆
The series of civil rebellions, which run like a thread through the first

100 years of British rule, were often led by deposed rajas and

nawabs or their descendants, uprooted and impoverished

zamindars, landlords and poligars (landed military magnates in

South India), and ex-retainers and officials of the conquered Indian

states. The backbone of the rebellions, their mass base and striking

power came from the rack-rented peasants, ruined artisans and

demobilized soldiers.

These sudden, localized revolts often took place because of local

grievances although for short periods they acquired a broad sweep,

involving armed bands of a few hundreds to several thousands.


