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01. Independence Pledge ( 1930 )

INDIA'S CRY for independence has "already resounded in all parts of the world,"

observed Jawaharlal Nehru in closing the session of the Lahore Congress. A

week later Senator Blaine moved a resolution for recognition by the United

States, of the Indian independence: "Whereas the people of India are now

spontaneously moving towards the adoption of self- government under the

constitutional form with popular approval and seeking national independence,

therefore, be it resolved that the Senate of the United States, mindful of the

struggle for independence that gave birth to our republic, participates with the

people with deep interest that they feel for the success of the people of India

in their struggle for liberty and independence."

Earl Russel, Under-secretary for India, speaking at Labour Party meeting, stated

that none knew better than Indians themselves how foolish it was to talk of

complete independence. He said that dominion status was not possible at the

moment and would not be for a long time. Great Britain had been guiding India

along the road towards democracy and now to let her go suddenly would be a

calamity for India.

On January 2, 1930 the Congress Working Committee at its first meeting passed

a resolution fixing Sunday, January 26, for a country-wide demonstration

supporting the creed of Purna Swaraj or Complete Independence.

Immediately after the Lahore Congress, and in obedience to its mandate,

Motilal Nehru called upon the Congress members of the Legislative Assembly

and the provincial councils to resign their seats. A fortnight later a conference

of the members of the Central Assembly and of the Council of State was held in

Delhi under the presidentship of Malaviya and it appealed to the members of

the central and provincial legislatures not to resign. By the time the Assembly

met on January 20, it was known that the majority of the Congressmen had

decided to obey the Congress mandate. President Patel declared that he

ceased to be a party man with his acceptance of the speakership and owed it to
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the house to continue to regard himself as a non-party man. But he was equally

emphatic that "circumstanced as India is, a situation might arise when in the

larger interest of the country, the President of the Assembly might feel called

upon to tender his resignation with a view to return to a position of greater

freedom." Pandit Malaviya and Patel resigned their seats soon after.

On January 9 Gandhi observed in Young India: "Granted a perfectly non-violent

atmosphere and a fulfilled constructive programme, I would undertake to lead

the mass civil disobedience struggle to a successful issue in the space of few

months." Addressing the students of Gujarat Vidyapith, he said that they should

be ready to lay down their lives in defending the honour of the country:

"You will expect me to say something about the Independence Resolution

passed at the Lahore Congress, especially the civil disobedience part of it, and

you will want to know what is going to be your share in the struggle. Well, as I

have often said, we rely not on the numerical strength, but on the strength of

character, and the civil disobedience resolution was moved more because I had

faith in a few men sacrificing themselves for the cause than in the number of

men coming forward in response to the call.

"Earl Russel has given us plainly to understand that India's dominion status is

something different from what we have always believed it to be, namely, a

status allied to that of Canada, New Zealand and Australia. These, the noble

Earl admits, are virtually independent. I never had anything else in mind when I

talked of dominion status for India. What Earl Russel says is tantamount to

saying that instead of being in the iron chains that India has been in for years,

she may now have the choice of changing them for golden ones. And some of us

seem to hug the proposal. We are so very much fear-stricken that a severance

of the British connection means to us violence and chaos. Well, I want to make

myself clear once more. Votary as I am of non-violence, if I was given a choice

between being a helpless witness to chaos and perpetual slavery, I should

unhesitatingly say that I would far rather be witness to chaos in India, I would

far rather be witness to Hindus and Muslims doing one another to death than

that I should daily witness our gilded slavery. To my mind, golden shackles are



www.mkgandhi.org



Page 4



MAHATMA - Volume 3 (1930-1934)



far worse than iron ones, for one easily feels the irksome and galling nature of

the latter and is prone to forget the former. If, therefore, India must be in

chains, I wish they were of iron rather than of gold or other precious metals.

"The spectre of an Afghan invasion is raised in certain quarters the moment we

talk of independence. I don't mind the invasion when we have severed our

slavish connection with Britain. But I am an incorrigible optimist and my faith in

India winning her freedom by a bloodless revolution is unshakable. I think it is

quite possible, if you will be true to your pledge. I would like to see the

snataks of the Vidyapith in the front in any struggle for swaraj. I want you to

visualize what is coming. You have a harder ordeal than going to jail. Robbers,

dacoits and murderers can go to jail, and they make themselves thoroughly at

home there. But they do not serve the country by going to jail. A mere jailgoing man does not help the country. What I want from you is the preparedness

to offer yourselves willing and pure sacrifices in the struggle. There is a lot of

violence in the air, and you will have to immolate yourselves in the flames, if

there are violent outbursts when and if I am put into jail. If you are true to

your pledge of truth and non-violence, you will not hide yourselves in your

houses whilst violence or incendiarism is going on, nor will you be active

participators in it, but you will go and rush into the conflagration with a view to

extinguishing it. For surely that will be expected of you. Even the votaries of

violence will expect that and nothing else from you. Vice pays a homage to

virtue, and sometimes the way it chooses is to expect virtue not to fall from its

pedestal even whilst vice is rampant round about.

"You will be ready of course to march to jail, but I do not think you will be

called upon to go to jail. The higher and severer ordeal I have just now

pictured to you awaits you. I do not know what form civil disobedience is to

take, but I am desperately in search of an effective formula.

"I am impatient to reach the goal if we can through non-violence and truth.

Both spring from my unshakable faith in the supremacy of nonviolence and

truth. I know that however long the route may appear, it is in my opinion the

shortest."
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In another address before the National Educational Conference held at the

Vidyapith, Gandhi said: "All those studying in national institutions and

connected with them must do all the things that the country has to do, and

must go through the same discipline as the country has to go through for the

attainment of swaraj, so that they may be ready to offer themselves willing

sacrifices when the time comes . . . Literary training, scholarly research and

linguistic pursuits, study of English and Sanskrit and fine arts, had better take a

back seat. All our national schools ought to be converted into factories of our

national ammunition, namely, constructive work. There are millions of children

in India today who have to go without any education, much less national

education and the other big things I have mentioned. Why then can't we do

without them until at any rate we have won our freedom? Think what the

students in Europe did during the Great War. Are we prepared to make the

sacrifices that they made? If deep down in us is the conviction that we may not

even breathe in peace until we have freedom, we will live and move and have

our being in carrying out the constructive programme.

"I want you to shed the fear of death, so that when the history of freedom

comes to be written, the names of the boys and the girls of national schools

and colleges may be mentioned therein as of those who died not doing violence

but in resisting it, no matter by whom committed. The strength to kill is not

essential for self-defence; one ought to have the strength to die. When a man

is fully ready to die, he will not even desire to offer violence. I may put it down

as a self-evident proposition that the desire to kill is in inverse proportion to

the desire to die. History is replete with instances of men who by dying with

courage and compassion on their lips converted the hearts of their violent

opponents."

The month preceding the inauguration of campaign had been full of trial and

tribulation for the members of the Sabarmati ashram, and day in and day out

Gandhi poured out his soul on that patch of ground exclusively used for prayers.

He was put to severe test when the epidemic of smallpox carried away three

children of the ashram. He had to go through heart-searching and examine
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every one of his actions and plans. There were protests from friends who

implored him not to take the grave risk and to get the inmates vaccinated.

"How can I go back on the principles I have held dear all my life, when I find

that it is these very principles that are being put to the test?" he asked. "I have

no doubt in my mind that vaccination is a filthy process, that it is harmful in

the end and that it is little short of taking beef. I maybe entirely mistaken. But

holding the views that I do, how can I recant them? Because I see child after

child passing away? No, not even if the whole of the ashram were to be swept

away, may I insist on vaccination and pocket my principle. What would my love

of truth and my adherence to principle mean, if they were to vanish at the

slightest test of reality? God is putting me through a greater test. On the eve of

what is to be the final test of our strength, God is warning me through the

messenger of death. I have tried hydropathy and earth treatment with success

in numerous cases. Never has the treatment failed as it seems to have done

during the month. But does that mean that I must lose faith in the treatment

and faith in God? Even so my faith in the efficacy of non-violence may be put to

the severest test. I may have to see not three but hundreds and thousands

being done to death during the campaign I am about to launch. Shall my heart

quail before that catastrophe, or will I persevere in my faith? No, I want you

every one to understand that this epidemic is not a scourge, but a trial and

preparation, a tribulation sent to steel our hearts and to chain us more strongly

and firmly to faith in God. And would not my faith in the Gita be a mockery if

three deaths were to unhinge me? It is as clear to me as daylight that life and

death are but phases of the same thing, the reverse and obverse of the same

coin. In fact tribulation and death seem to me to present a phase far richer

than happiness of life. What is life worth without trials and tribulations which

are the salt of life. I want you all to treasure death and suffering more than

life, and to appreciate their cleansing and purifying character."

All eyes turned to Sabarmati, curious to know what Gandhi would do next.

Tagore visited the ashram on January 18 to have a chat with Gandhi. "I am

seventy now, Mahatmaji," he said, "and so am considerably older than you."

"But," said Gandhi humorously, "when an old man of sixty cannot dance, a
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young poet of seventy can dance." Tagore seemed to envy Gandhi's ready-made

prescription for a happy old age when he said, "You are getting ready for arrest

cure, I wish they gave me one." "But," said Gandhi, "you don't behave yourself,"

and there was a peal of laughter.

Tagore talked on various topics and then apologized for having wasted much of

Gandhi's time. This gave Gandhi an opportunity to harp on his favourite subject.

"No," he remarked, "you have not wasted my time. I have been spinning away

without allowing a break in the conversation. For every minute that I spin,

there is in me the consciousness that I am adding to the nation's wealth. My

calculation is that if one crore of us spin for an hour every day, and so turned

an idle hour to account, we would add Rs. 50,000 every day to the national

wealth. Our income is only seven pice per day, and even a single pice added to

it is quite considerable. The spinning wheel is not meant to oust a single man or

woman from his or her occupation. It seeks only to harness every single idle

minute of our millions for common productive work. Unintelligent, resourceless

and hopeless as they are, they have nothing better, more handy, and more

paying to look to. They can't think of adding to their agricultural produce. Our

average holding is something less than two acres. The bulky recommendations

of the Agricultural Commission contain nothing of value for the poor agriculturist, and what they have proposed will never take effect."

"Oh, these commissions are no use," affirmed Tagore. "They will end in adding a

few more departments, that's all. I have no faith in them."

Tagore was keen on knowing what exactly Gandhi wanted to place before the

country during the present year. "I am furiously thinking night and day," replied

Gandhi, "and I do not yet see any light coming out of the surrounding darkness.

But even if we could not think of a programme of effective resistance, we could

not possibly refrain from declaring



the



country's objective



to



mean



independence, especially when dominion status is said to mean what we have

never understood it to mean."

As the poet prepared to go, the inmates of the ashram waylaid him to the

prayer ground. "Talking," observed Tagore, "is a wasteful effort and involves
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unnecessary exercise of the lungs. Rather than talk, as I usually have to do, I

shall leave you a message in a single sentence. It is that the sacrifice needed

for serving our country must not consist in merely emotional enthusiasm which

is indulged in as a sort of luxury, but it should be a discipline of truth and a

severe discipline of truth. I know that you are going through it and will go

through it, as long as you have your great teacher with you. Let us not talk, but

have faith in silent work, faith in humble beginnings, and I know truth will take

wing of itself and like fire will spread through the country, though its origin

may be insignificant."

Idealists like Rev. B. de Ligt were puzzled over his insistence on national

independence. "You, venerated Gandhi, have first of all concentrated your

attention in too one-sided a manner upon India instead of taking into

consideration, in the first place, the whole of humanity. And it is this attitude

which risks limiting your horizon and causing your tactics to swerve from their

universal tendency." Gandhi, welcoming the criticism, said: "A mere academic

discussion can only hamper the present progress of non-violence. My

collaboration with my countrymen today is confined to the breaking of our

shackles. How we would feel and what we shall do after breaking them is more

than they or I know."

The prospect of civil disobedience brought forth criticism from many Liberal

friends. "The Congress cannot stay its hands after having passed the

independence resolution," replied Gandhi. "It was no bluff, no showy nothing. It

was deliberate definite change in the Congress mentality. It is then as much up

to the critics as to me, to devise ways and means of achieving independence."

He further added:

"There is undoubtedly a party of violence in the country. It is as patriotic as the

best among us. What is more, it has much sacrifice to its credit. In daring it is

not to be surpassed by any of us. It is easy enough to fling unkind adjectives at

its members, but it will not carry conviction with them. I am not referring to

the frothy eloquence that passes muster for patriotism. I have in mind that

secret, silent, persevering band of young men and women who want to see
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