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Abstract:

Mahatma Gandhi’s Satyagraha, meaning “truth-force” or “soul-force,” was a unique philosophy of
nonviolent resistance against injustice and oppression. Rooted in truth (Satya), nonviolence (Ahimsa), and
self-suffering (Tapasya), it became a powerful tool in India’s struggle for independence. Gandhi first applied
Satyagraha in South Africa (1893-1914) to fight racial discrimination and later in India, starting with the
Champaran Satyagraha (1917) against British exploitation of farmers. This was followed by key movements
such as the Kheda Satyagraha (1918), Non-Cooperation Movement (1920-1922), Salt Satyagraha (1930),
and Quit India Movement (1942).Through peaceful protests, civil disobedience, and nonviolent non-
cooperation, Satyagraha weakened British rule while inspiring global civil rights movements. It emphasized
moral power over brute force, unity among people, and self-discipline. Gandhi’s Satyagraha remains a
timeless philosophy for achieving justice and social change through nonviolence and truth.
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Introduction.

Mahatma Gandhi’s Satyagraha was a powerful philosophy and method of nonviolent resistance that
played a crucial role in India’s freedom struggle. The term Satyagraha means "truth-force” or "soul-force,”
and it was based on the principles of truth (Satya), nonviolence (Ahimsa), and self-suffering (Tapasya).
Gandhi first applied Satyagraha in South Africa (1893-1914) to fight against racial discrimination. After
returning to India in 1915, he used this technique to protest against British oppression and social injustices?.
His early movements in India included: Champaran Satyagraha (1917): Fought against the forced cultivation
of indigo by British landlords in Bihar. Kheda Satyagraha (1918): A protest in Gujarat against the unfair
collection of taxes despite crop failures.Ahmedabad Mill Strike (1918): A movement to secure better wages
for textile mill workers in Ahmedabad.

Satyagraha became the foundation of major freedom movements like the Non-Cooperation Movement
(1920), Civil Disobedience Movement (1930), and Quit India Movement (1942). Gandhi believed that
nonviolence and truth were stronger than any weapon and that oppressors could be defeated through moral
force. Gandhi’s philosophy of Satyagraha inspired global leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson
Mandela, and Aung San Suu Kyi in their fights for justice. It remains a timeless method of resisting injustice
and achieving social change through peaceful means. Gandhiji’s Satyagraha was not just a political tool but a
way of life based on truth, courage, and nonviolence?. It played a historic role in India’s independence and
continues to inspire movements for peace, justice, and human rights worldwide.

1. Suman Kwatra, “Satyagraha and Social Change”,Deep &Deep Publication New Delhi p-1. (2001)
2. Young India, vol -7, p-73, 22-02-1925.
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Early Satyagraha Movements Led by Gandhi

1. Champaran Satyagraha (1917) — First Satyagraha in India: The Champaran Satyagraha of 1917 was
Mahatma Gandhi’s first major political movement in India. It was launched in the Champaran district of
Bihar to address the exploitation of farmers by British indigo planters. This movement marked the
beginning of Gandhi’s leadership in India’s freedom struggle and introduced Satyagraha (nonviolent
resistance) as a powerful tool against injustice.

Causes of Champaran Satyagraha (1917):- The Champaran Satyagraha was launched by Mahatma
Gandhi in 1917 to address the grievances of farmers in Champaran, Bihar. The main causes of the
movement were:

>

The Tinkathia System — Forced Indigo Cultivation: British landlords forced peasants to grow
indigo on 3/20th (15%) of their land under the Tinkathia system®. Farmers had no choice but to
cultivate indigo, even if they wanted to grow food crops. They were paid very low prices for their
indigo, leading to severe economic hardship.

Decline in Indigo Demand & Unjust Compensation: With the introduction of synthetic dyes in
Germany, the demand for natural indigo declined. British planters stopped indigo farming but forced
peasants to pay compensation for not growing it. Many farmers fell into debt because of these unfair
demands.

Heavy Taxes & Exploitation by British Planters: Peasants were burdened with high taxes and
illegal levies by British planters. Those who refused to pay were harassed, beaten, or had their lands
confiscated. British authorities supported the landlords and ignored the farmers’ suffering.

Poverty & Famine-like Conditions: The region suffered from droughts and food shortages, yet
British officials refused to reduce taxes®. Farmers were unable to meet their basic needs, causing
widespread starvation and debt.

Lack of Legal & Political Representation: Farmers had no legal rights to challenge the British
planters. Indian leaders had not yet taken up their cause, leaving them vulnerable to exploitation.
When farmers tried to protest, they were threatened or punished by British authorities.

The Champaran Satyagraha was a direct response to British oppression and the unjust Tinkathia

system. Farmers were suffering under forced cultivation, heavy taxes, and economic distress. The arrival of
Mahatma Gandhi in 1917 gave them a voice and a leader. His nonviolent resistance (Satyagraha) eventually
led to the abolition of the Tinkathia system and better conditions for farmers, marking India’s first successful
mass movement against British rule.

Gandhi’s Involvement

v

v
v

v

Raj Kumar Shukla, a local farmer, invited Mahatma Gandhi to Champaran to witness the plight of
the peasants.

Gandhi arrived in April 1917, despite British orders prohibiting him from entering the district.

He conducted an on-ground investigation, gathering testimonies from thousands of farmers. The
British administration ordered Gandhi to leave Champaran, but he refused and faced arrest.

His trial sparked nationwide protests, forcing the British to release him without punishment

Course of the Champaran Satyagraha (1917): The Champaran Satyagraha was the first major movement
led by Mahatma Gandhi in India against the British. It followed a strategic course of nonviolent resistance
(Satyagraha) that ultimately led to the abolition of the Tinkathia system and relief for farmers.
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» Gandhi’s Arrival and Investigation (April 1917): Upon the invitation of Raj Kumar Shukla, a local

farmer, Gandhi arrived in Champaran to assess the farmers' suffering. The British authorities ordered him

to leave the district, but Gandhi refused and declared his commitment to helping the farmers. He began

collecting evidence by personally meeting thousands of peasants and recording their testimonies about
forced indigo cultivation, high taxes, and exploitation®.

» Gandhi’s Arrest and Public Support: The British government arrested Gandhi and put him on trial for
defying their order to leave Champaran. Instead of resisting, Gandhi peacefully accepted arrest, which
gained massive public support. Due to growing pressure, the British released Gandhi without punishment,
marking a moral victory for nonviolent resistance.

» Formation of an Inquiry Committee: The British, realizing Gandhi’s growing influence, formed a
government inquiry committee to investigate the farmers' grievances. Gandhi was included as one of the
committee members, ensuring that the farmers’ voices were heard.

» Negotiations and British Concessions: Gandhi provided strong evidence of the injustices suffered by
farmers, making it difficult for the British to ignore their demands. As a result, the British agreed to
abolish the Tinkathia system and offered compensation to the farmers. A major portion of the illegal taxes
was refunded, bringing relief to the peasantry.

Impact of Champaran Satyagraha
v The Tinkathia system was officially abolished, freeing farmers from forced indigo cultivation.
v It was the first successful Satyagraha in India, proving the effectiveness of nonviolent resistance.
v" Gandhi’s leadership gained national recognition, establishing him as a key figure in the freedom
movement.
v Inspired future movements like the Kheda Satyagraha (1918), Non-Cooperation Movement (1920),
and Civil Disobedience Movement (1930).

2. Ahmedabad Mill Strike (1918) — Fight for Workers’ Rights: The Ahmedabad Mill Strike of 1918 was
one of the first movements led by Mahatma Gandhi in India to support industrial workers. It took place in
Ahmedabad, Gujarat, and was a nonviolent protest by textile mill workers against low wages and unfair
treatment by mill owners. The strike played a crucial role in shaping Gandhi’s methods of Satyagraha
(nonviolent resistance) and advocating for workers’ rights in India.

Causes of the Ahmedabad Mill Strike (1918): The Ahmedabad Mill Strike of 1918 was one of Mahatma
Gandhi’s early Satyagraha movements in India, aimed at securing better wages and working conditions for
textile mill workers. The strike was triggered by economic hardships and the unjust treatment of workers by
mill owners.

» Plague Epidemic and Temporary Bonus: In the early 1900s, Ahmedabad suffered from a plague
epidemic, causing many workers to leave the city. To prevent labor shortages, mill owners introduced a
“plague bonus”, offering extra wages to workers. However, when the situation improved, the mill owners
decided to withdraw the bonus, causing resentment among workers.

» Increase in Cost of Living: Due to the plague and World War | (1914-1918), the cost of essential goods
skyrocketed. Prices of food, rent, and daily necessities increased, but workers' wages remained low.
Workers demanded a 35% wage increase to compensate for the higher cost of living.

» Refusal of Mill Owners to Raise Wages: The mill owners refused to accept the workers' demand for
higher wages. They were more focused on profits and did not recognize the financial struggles of workers.
This led to frustration among laborers, prompting them to take action®.

» Poor Working Conditions: Textile mill workers faced long working hours, unhealthy conditions, and
low wages. There were no labor laws at the time to protect workers’ rights. Exploitative practices by mill
owners made the workers feel powerless.

Gandhi’s Involvement & Call for Satyagraha
v" Anasuya Sarabhai, a social worker and advocate for labor rights, approached Mahatma Gandhi for
help.
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v' Gandhi assessed the situation and advised workers to go on a peaceful strike, refusing to work until
their demands were met.
v He also fasted as a form of protest, putting additional pressure on mill owners.

The Ahmedabad Mill Strike was caused by rising living costs, unfair wage policies, and poor working
conditions. The withdrawal of the plague bonus and the refusal of mill owners to increase wages forced
workers to demand justice. Gandhi’s leadership and use of Satyagraha helped the workers achieve their
demands, marking a major victory for labor rights in India.

Course of the Ahmedabad Mill Strike (1918): The Ahmedabad Mill Strike of 1918 was one of Mahatma
Gandhi’s earliest Satyagraha movements in India. It was a nonviolent protest by textile mill workers
demanding a 35% wage hike due to the rising cost of living. The strike followed a strategic course that led to
a significant victory for workers’ rights.

6. Gopinath Dhawan, "The Political Philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi”, Navajivan Publishing House Ahmedabad, p134.1990.
Gandhi’s Involvement and Call for Satyagraha: The movement was initiated when Anasuya Sarabhai, a
social reformer and advocate for workers' rights, sought Mahatma Gandhi’s help to mediate between the mill
owners and the workers. Gandhi assessed the situation and advised the workers to go on a peaceful strike until
their demands were met. He urged the workers to remain disciplined, united, and nonviolent in their protest.

» Start of the Strike (February 1918): The workers stopped working and protested peacefully against the
refusal of mill owners to increase wages. They boycotted work despite threats of dismissal and wage cuts
by the mill owners. Mill owners tried to break the unity by hiring replacement workers, but the strikers
remained firm.

» Gandhi’s Hunger Strike (March 1918): As negotiations failed to reach a settlement, Gandhi decided to
undertake a hunger strike as a symbolic protest. This move was aimed at pressuring the mill owners and
showing solidarity with the suffering workers. Gandhi’s fasting created moral pressure on the mill owners,
gaining massive public sympathy for the workers.

» Mill Owners Agree to Workers' Demands: After 21 days of the strike, the mill owners, facing
increasing pressure, agreed to a 35% wage hike, as demanded by the workers. The strike ended with
workers securing better wages and improved working conditions.

Impact & Significance

v Victory for Workers' Rights — It set a precedent for fair wages and improved working conditions.

v’ Strengthened Satyagraha as a Protest Tool — It showed the power of nonviolent resistance in labor
disputes.

v Boosted Gandhi’s Leadership — It reinforced Mahatma Gandhi’s role as a champion of workers and
social justice.

v' Encouraged Future Labor Movements — It inspired the formation of labor unions and worker
protests across India.

The Ahmedabad Mill Strike was a landmark movement in India's labor history. It proved that
nonviolent resistance and unity could successfully challenge economic injustice. Led by Mahatma Gandhi, the
strike not only won a 35% wage increase for workers but also set an example for future labor rights
movements in India’.

7. Kheda Satyagraha (1918) — Peasant Protest: The Kheda Satyagraha of 1918 was one of the first major
movements led by Mahatma Gandhi in India, following the success of the Champaran Satyagraha (1917).
It was launched in the Kheda district of Gujarat to protest against the unjust tax policies of the British
government. The peasants, suffering from drought and crop failure, were unable to pay land taxes, yet the
British refused to grant tax relief. Under Gandhi’s leadership, the people of Kheda organized a nonviolent
resistance (Satyagraha), demanding justice®.
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Causes of Kheda Satyagraha (1918): The Kheda Satyagraha was launched in 1918 in the Kheda district of
Gujarat under the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi. It was a nonviolent peasant protest against the unjust tax
policies of the British government. The main causes of the movement were:

7. Suman Kwatra “Satyagraha and Social Change”, Deep &Deep Publication New Delhi, p-60,2001
8. D.G Tendulkar,”Mahatma” vol -1, p-312.1962

» Severe Drought & Crop Failure: In 1917, the Kheda district experienced low rainfall, leading to poor
harvests and famine-like conditions. Farmers suffered huge crop losses, making it impossible for them to
pay land taxes. Despite their desperate condition, the British government refused to acknowledge the
crisis.

» Unjust Tax Collection by the British: According to British rules, if crops yielded less than 25% of the
normal production, taxes should be waived. However, despite the poor harvests, the British demanded full
tax payments from farmers. The government ignored petitions for tax relief, pushing farmers into severe
financial distress.

» Harassment & Oppression by British Authorities: Farmers who failed to pay taxes faced harsh
punishments from British officials. The government seized lands, cattle, and personal property of those
who could not pay. Many peasants were forced into debt, borrowing money at high-interest rates to meet
tax demands.

» Gandhi’s Involvement & Leadership: Farmers, led by Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, Shankarlal Banker, and
Indulal Yagnik, appealed to Mahatma Gandhi for help. After assessing the situation, Gandhi declared
Satyagraha (nonviolent resistance) and advised farmers to boycott tax payments until the British granted
relief.

The Kheda Satyagraha was caused by economic hardship, British oppression, and the refusal to grant
tax exemptions despite the devastating drought. The movement, led by Mahatma Gandhi, united peasants
against British exploitation and proved the effectiveness of nonviolent resistance in India’s freedom struggle.

Impact of Kheda Satyagraha

v Strengthened Peasant Movements — Inspired farmers across India to stand up against unjust policies.

v" Promoted Satyagraha — Established nonviolent resistance as an effective tool against British rule.

v" Boosted Gandhi’s Leadership — Increased Mahatma Gandhi’s national recognition as a leader of the
freedom movement.

v Inspired Future Struggles — Influenced the Non-Cooperation Movement (1920), Civil Disobedience
Movement (1930), and Quit India Movement (1942).

Conclusion:

The Champaran Satyagraha was a turning point in India’s struggle against British rule. It demonstrated
that truth, nonviolence, and mass participation could successfully challenge injustice. Gandhi’s peaceful
methods forced the British to concede to the demands of Indian farmers, making it India’s first major victory
using Satyagraha. The Ahmedabad Mill Strike of 1918 was a landmark event in India’s labor movement. It
highlighted the power of unity and nonviolent resistance in securing workers’ rights. Led by Mahatma
Gandhi, the strike not only improved conditions for mill workers but also set a precedent for future labor
struggles in India. The Kheda Satyagraha was a landmark movement in India’s fight for independence. It
proved that unity, nonviolence, and moral strength could challenge British oppression. The success of the
movement empowered peasants and reinforced Gandhi’s philosophy of Satyagraha, making it a powerful
weapon in India’s freedom struggle. Finally The Champaran Satyagraha (1917), Kheda Satyagraha (1918),
and Ahmedabad Mill Strike (1918) were three significant movements led by Mahatma Gandhi during India’s
freedom struggle. These movements marked the beginning of Gandhi’s use of Satyagraha (nonviolent
resistance) in India and played a crucial role in shaping the nationalist movement.
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