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01. New Epoch (1920)

ON AUGUST I, 1920, Gandhi gave the signal for the non-co-operation campaign by

a letter to Lord Chelmsford, the Viceroy, surrendering his decorations and

titles:

"It is not without a pang that I return the Kaisar-i-Hind gold medal granted to

me by your predecessor for my humanitarian work in South Africa, the Zulu War

medal granted in South Africa for my services as officer in charge of the Indian

Volunteer Ambulance Corps in 1906 and the Boer War medal for my services as

assistant superintendent of the Indian Volunteer Stretcher Bearer Corps during

the Boer War of 1899- 1900. I venture to return these medals in pursuance of

the scheme of non- co-operation inaugurated today in connection with the

Khilafat movement. Valuable as these honours have been to me, I cannot wear

them with an easy conscience so long as my Musalman countrymen have to

labour under a wrong done to their religious sentiment. Events that have

happened during the past month have confirmed me in the opinion that the

Imperial Government have acted in the Khilafat matter in an unscrupulous,

immoral and unjust manner and have been moving from wrong to wrong in

order to defend their immorality. I can retain neither respect nor affection for

such a Government.

"The attitude of the Imperial and Your Excellency's Governments on the Punjab

question has given me additional cause for grave dissatisfaction. I had the

honour, as Your Excellency is aware, as one of the Congress commissioners, to

investigate the causes of the disorders in the Punjab during April of 1919. And

it is my deliberate conviction that Sir Michael O'Dwyer was totally unfit to hold

the office of Lt.-Governor of the Punjab and that his policy was primarily

responsible for infuriating the mob at Amritsar. No doubt the mob excesses

were unpardonable; incendiarism, murder of five innocent Englishmen and the

cowardly assault on Miss Sherwood were most deplorable and uncalled for. But

the punitive measures taken by General Dyer, Colonel Frank Johnson, Colonel

O'Brien, Mr. Bosworth Smith, Rai Shri Ram Sud, Mr. Malik Khan and other
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officers were out of all proportion to the crime of the people and amounted to

wanton cruelty and inhumanity almost unparalleled in modern times. Your

Excellency's light-hearted treatment of the official crime, your exoneration of

Sir Michael O'Dwyer, Mr. Montagu's despatch and above all the shameful

ignorance of the Punjab events and callous disregard of the feelings of Indians

betrayed by the House of Lords, have filled me with the gravest misgivings

regarding the future of the empire, have estranged me completely from the

present Government and have disabled me from tendering, as I have hitherto

wholeheartedly tendered, my loyal cooperation.

"In my humble opinion the ordinary method of agitating by way of petitions,

deputations and the like is no remedy for moving to repentance a Government

so hopelessly indifferent to the welfare of its charge as the Government of

India has proved to be. In the European countries, condonation of such grievous

wrongs as the Khilafat and the Punjab would have resulted in a bloody

revolution by the people. They would have resisted at all costs national

emasculation such as the said wrongs imply. But half of India is too weak to

offer violent resistance and the other half is unwilling to do so. I have,

therefore, ventured to suggest the remedy of non-co- operation which enables

those who wish to dissociate themselves from the Government and which, if it

is unattended by violence and undertaken in an ordered manner, must compel

it to retrace its steps and undo the wrongs committed. But whilst I shall pursue

the policy of non-co-operation in so far as I can carry the people with me, I

shall not lose hope that you will yet see your way to do justice. I, therefore,

respectfully ask Your Excellency to summon a conference of the recognized

leaders of the people and in consultation with them find a way that would

placate the Musalmans and do reparation to the unhappy Punjab."

Old Congress leaders like Malaviya were not agreeable to launching the

movement. Gandhi said: "The higher duty requires me not to turn from the

course mapped out by the Non-co-operation Committee. There are moments in

your life when you must act, even though you cannot carry your best friends
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with you. The 'still small voice' within you must always be the final arbiter

when there is a conflict of duty."

On "The Congress and Non-co-operation", Gandhi wrote:

"The reason for asking me to suspend action is that the Congress will presently

meet and consider the whole question of non-co-operation and give its verdict.

It would, therefore, be better (says Panditji) to await the Congress decision. In

my humble opinion it is no Congressman's duty to consult the Congress before

taking an action in a matter in which he has no doubts. To do otherwise may

mean stagnation.

"The Congress is after all the mouthpiece of a nation. And when one has a

policy or a programme which one would like to see adopted, but on which one

wants to cultivate public opinion, one naturally asks the Congress to discuss it

and form an opinion. But when one has an unshakable faith in a particular

policy or action, it would be folly to wait for the Congress pronouncement. On

the contrary one must act and demonstrate its efficacy so as to command

acceptance by the nation.

"My loyalty to the Congress requires me to carry out its policy when it is not

contrary to my conscience. If I am in a minority, I may not pursue my policy in

the name of the Congress. The decision of the Congress on any given question,

therefore, does not mean that it prevents a Congressman from any action to

the contrary, but if he acts, he does so at his own risk and with the knowledge

that the Congress is not with him.

"Every Congressman, every public body has the right, it is sometimes their duty,

to express their own opinion, act upon it even and thus anticipate the verdict

of the Congress. Indeed it is the best way of serving the nation. By initiating

well-thought-out policies, we furnish data for a deliberative body like the

Congress to enable it to form a well-informed opinion. The Congress cannot

express national opinion without any definiteness, unless at least some of us

have already firm views about a particular course of conduct. If all suspended

their opinion, the Congress must necessarily suspend its own also.
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"There are always three classes of people in an institution: Those who have

favourable views on a given policy, those who have fixed but unfavourable

views on it and those who hold no fixed views. The Congress decides for this

third and large group. I hold fixed views on non-cooperation. I believe that if

we are to make anything of the reforms, we will have to create a pure, clean

and elevating atmosphere instead of the present foetid, unclean and the

debasing atmosphere to work them in. I believe that our first duty is to compel

justice from the Imperial Government in regard to the Khilafat and the Punjab.

In both these matters injustice is being sustained by untruth and insolence. I,

therefore, consider it to be the duty of the nation to purge the Government of

the unclean- liness before they can co-operate with each other. Even

opposition or obstruction is possible where there is mutual respect and

confidence. At the present moment the governing authority has no respect for

us or our feelings. We have no faith in it. In these circumstances, co-operation

is a crime. Holding these strong views, I can serve the Congress and the country

only by reducing them to practice and thus affording to the Congress material

for forming an opposition.

"For me to suspend non-co-operation would be to prove untrue to the Musalman

brethren. They have their own religious duty to perform. The Musalmans must

take action now. They cannot await Congress decision. They can only expect

the Congress to ratify their action and share their sorrows and their burdens.

Their action cannot be delayed till the Congress has decided on a policy nor can

their course be altered by an adverse decision of the Congress unless their

action is otherwise found to be an error. The Khilafat is a matter of conscience

with them. And in matters of conscience the law of majority has no place."

Men like Sir Narayan Chandavarkar dissuaded people from joining the non-cooperation movement. His manifesto said that "non-co-operation is deprecated

by the religious tenets and traditions of our motherland, of all the religions that

have saved and elevated the human race." The examples of Prahlad dissociating

himself from his father, Mirabai from her husband, Bibhishan from his brutal

brother, were not far-fetched for Gandhi to cite. Save for an outbreak of
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violence on the part of the people, whether under provocation or otherwise, he

had no doubts about the salutary effects of his movement. But there too, he

said: "I would rather risk violence a thousand times than risk the emasculation

of a whole race."

The way Gandhi pointed out was difficult but it captured the imagination of the

people. A coward had no place under his banner. In an article entitled 4'The

Doctrine of the Sword", he wrote in Young India of August 11:

"In this age of the rule of brute force, it is almost impossible for anyone to

believe that anyone else could possibly reject the law of the final supremacy of

brute force. And so I receive anonymous letters advising me that I must not

interfere with the progress of the non-co-operation movement even though

popular violence may break out. Others come to me and assuming that secretly

I must be plotting violence, inquire when the happy moment for declaring open

violence is to arrive. They assure me that the English will never yield to

anything but violence secret or open. Yet others, I am informed, believe that I

am the most rascally person living in India because I never give out my real

intention and that they have not a shadow of doubt that I believe in violence

just as much as most people do.

"Such being the hold that the doctrine of the sword has on the majority of

mankind, and as success of non-co-operation depends principally on absence of

violence during its pendency and as my views in this matter affect the conduct

of a large number of people, I am anxious to state them as clearly as possible.

"I do believe that, where there is only a choice between cowardice and

violence, I would advise violence. Thus, when my eldest son asked me what he

should have done, had he been present when I was almost fatally assaulted in

1908, whether he should have run away and seen me killed or whether he

should have used his physical force which he could and wanted to use, and

defend me, I told him that it was his duty to defend me even by using violence.

Hence it was that I took part in the Boer War, the so-called Zulu Rebellion and

the late war. Hence also do I advocate training in arms for those who believe in

the method of violence. I would rather have India resort to arms in order to
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defend her honour than that she should in a cowardly manner become or

remain a helpless witness to her own dishonour.

"But I believe that non-violence is infinitely superior to violence, forgiveness is

more manly than punishment. Forgiveness adorns a soldier. But abstinence is

forgiveness only when there is the power to punish; it is meaningless when it

pretends to proceed from a helpless creature. A mouse hardly forgives a cat

when it allows itself to be torn to pieces by her. I, therefore, appreciate the

sentiment of those who cry out for the condign punishment of General Dyer and

his ilk. They would tear him to pieces, if they could. But I do not believe India

to be helpless. I do not believe myself to be a helpless creature. Only I want to

use India's and my strength for a better purpose.

"Let me not be misunderstood. Strength does not come from physical capacity.

It comes from an indomitable will. An average Zulu is anyway more than a

match for an average Englishman in bodily capacity. But he flees from an

English boy, because he fears the boy's revolver or those who will use it for

him. He fears death and is nerveless in spite of his burly figure. We in India may

in a moment realize that one hundred thousand Englishmen need not frighten

three hundred million human beings. A definite forgiveness would, therefore,

mean a definite recognition of our strength. With enlightened forgiveness must

come a mighty wave of strength in us, which would make it impossible for a

Dyer and a Frank Johnson to heap affront on India's devoted head. It matters

little to me that for the moment I do not drive my point home. We feel too

downtrodden not to be angry and revengeful. But I must not refrain from saying

that India can gain more by waiving the right of punishment. We have better

work to do, a better mission to deliver to the world.

"I am not a visionary. I claim to be a practical idealist. Religion of nonviolence

is not meant merely for the rishis and saints. It is meant for the common

people as well. Non-violence is the law of our species as violence is the law of

the brute. The spirit lies dormant in the brute, and he knows no law but that of

physical might. The dignity of man requires obedience to a higher law, to the

strength of the spirit.
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"I have, therefore, ventured to place before India the ancient law of selfsacrifice. For satyagraha and its offshoots, non-co-operation and civil resistance

are nothing but new names for the law of suffering. The rishis, who discovered

the law of non-violence in the midst of violence, were greater geniuses than

Newton. They were themselves greater warriors than Wellington. Having

themselves known the use of arms, they realized their uselessness, and taught

a weary world that its salvation lay not through violence but through nonviolence.

"Non-violence in its dynamic condition means conscious suffering. It does not

mean meek submission to the will of the evil-doer, but it means putting of one's

whole soul against the will of the tyrant. Working under this law of our being, it

is possible for a single individual to defy the whole might of an unjust empire to

save his honour, his religion, his soul, and lay the foundation for that empire's

fall or its regeneration.

"And so I am not pleading for India to practise non-violence because she is

weak. I want her to practise non-violence being conscious of her strength and

power. No training in arms is required for realization of her strength. We seem

to need it, because we seem to think that we are but a lump of flesh. I want to

recognize that she has a soul that cannot perish and that can rise triumphant

above every physical weakness and defy the physical combination of a whole

world. What is the meaning of Rama, a mere human being, with his host of

monkeys, pitting himself against the insolent strength of ten-headed Ravana

surrounded in supposed safety by the raging waters on all sides of Lanka? Does

it not mean the conquest of physical might by spiritual strength? However,

being a practical man, I do not wait till India recognizes the practicability of

the spiritual life in the political world. India considers herself to be powerless

and paralysed before the machine-guns, the tanks and the aeroplanes of the

English. And she takes up non-co-operation out of her weakness. It must still

serve the same purpose, namely, bring her delivery from the crushing weight of

British injustice, if a sufficient number of people practise it.
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