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01. Individual Civil Disobedience ( 1940-1941 )

On October 17, 1940, Vinoba Bhave solemnly inaugurated the individual

satyagraha movement by delivering an anti-war speech at Paunar, a village

near Wardha. He moved from village to village on foot and made speeches on

the three following days. On October 21 he was arrested and sentenced to

three months' imprisonment.

The Government had given strict instructions to the press not to give any

publicity to Vinoba's speeches or his movements, and had thus in effect put a

ban on reporting of the anti-war activities. On October 18 the editor of Harijan

and the allied weeklies received a notice advising him that "no account of

incidents leading up to satyagraha by Vinoba Bhave and no report of his

speeches or any subsequent development" be published without previous

reference to the Chief Press Adviser, Delhi. In the course of a statement dated

October 24, Gandhi said:

"I cannot function freely, if I have to send to the Press Adviser at New Delhi

every line I write about satyagraha. The three weeklies have been conducted in

the interest of truth and, therefore, of all parties concerned. But I cannot serve

that interest if the editing has to be done under threat of prosecution. The

liberty of the press is a dear privilege, apart from the advisability or otherwise

of civil disobedience. The Government have shown their intention clearly by

the prosecution of Shri Vinoba Bhave. I have no complaint to make against the

prosecution. It was an inevitable result of the Defence of India Rules. But the

liberty of the press stands on a different footing. I am unable to reconcile

myself to the notice which, although in the nature of advice, is in reality an

order whose infringement will carry its own consequence.

"I am sorry to have to disappoint the numerous readers of the three weeklies.

Next week, I shall be able to let the public know whether it is merely a

suspension or an indefinite stopping of the three weeklies. I shall still hope that

it will be merely a suspension and that my fear will prove to be groundless. But

should it prove otherwise, I may inform the public that satyagraha is
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independent of press advertisement. If it is real, it carries with it its own

momentum; and I believe the present satyagraha to be very real. It will go on. I

will not be provoked into any hasty action. I am still not ready with the next

move. But, as I have said in my previous statement, every act of civil

disobedience is complete in itself. This press notice shows how effective it has

been. Every act of repression adds strength to reality. Satyagraha thrives on

repression till at last repressor is tired of it and the object of satyagraha is

gained. Whether, therefore, I take the next step or not and when I take it is a

matter of no consequence to the public. Let those who sympathize with it,

follow implicitly the instructions I have issued. I believe, and my belief has

been tested repeatedly, that a thought deliberately thought and controlled is a

power greater than speech or writing and any day greater than steam which is

husbanded and controlled. We see the latter every day carrying incredible

weights even across the steep precipices. Thought power overcomes much

greater obstacles and easily carries greater weights. But let me give a practical

hint to the non-believer in the power of thought husbanded and controlled. Let

everyone become his walking newspaper and carry the good news from mouth

to mouth. This does not mean what boys used to do in the past, namely,

trumpeting about of bits of news. The idea here is of telling my neighbour what

I have authentically heard. This no government can overtake or suppress. It is

the cheapest newspaper yet devised, and it defies the wit of government,

however clever it may be. Let these walking newspapers be sure of the news

they give. They should not indulge in any idle gossip. They should make sure of

the source of information, and they will find that the public gets all the

information that they need without opening their morning newspaper which,

they should know, will contain garbled, one-sided information and, therefore,

not worth the trouble of reading. For, it may be that even the public

statements such as now I am issuing may also be stopped. It is the condition of

life under an autocratic government, whether foreign or indigenous."

Harijan dated November 10 was printed in bold type, bidding "goodbye" to the

reader:
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"You must have seen through my press notice that the publication of Harijan

and the other two weeklies had been suspended. In it, I had expressed the hope

that the suspension might be only for a week. But I see that the hope had no

real foundation. I shall miss my weekly talks with you, as I expect you too will

miss them. The value of those talks consisted in their being a faithful record of

my deepest thoughts. Such expression is impossible in a cramped atmosphere.

As I have no desire to offer civil disobedience, I cannot write freely. As the

author of satyagraha I cannot, consistently with my professions, suppress the

vital part of myself for the sake of being able to write on permissible subjects

such as the constructive programme. It would be like dealing with the trunk

without the head. The whole of the constructive programme is to me an

expression of nonviolence. I would be denying myself if I could not preach nonviolence. For that would be the meaning of submission to the latest ordinance.

The suspension must, therefore, continue while the gagging lasts. It constitutes

a satyagrahi's respectful protest against the gag. Is not satyagraha giving an ell

when an inch is asked for by the wrongdoer, is it not giving the cloak also when

only the coat is demanded? It may be asked why this reversal of the ordinary

process? The ordinary process is based on violence. If my life were regulated by

violence in the last resort, I would refuse to give an inch lest an ell might be

asked for. I would be a fool if I did otherwise. But if my life is regulated by nonviolence, I should be prepared to and actually give an ell when an inch is asked

for. By so doing I produce on the usurper a strange and even pleasurable

sensation. He would also be confounded and would not know what to do with

me. So much for the 'enemy’. I, having made up my mind to surrender every

non-essential, gain greater strength than ever before to die for the defence and

preservation of what I hold to be essential. I was, therefore, wrongly accused

by my critics of having advised cowardly surrender to Nazism by Englishmen

when I suggested that they should lay down external arms, let the Nazis

overrun Britain if they dare but develop internal strength to refuse to sell

themselves to the Nazis. Full surrender of the non-essentials is a condition

precedent to accession of internal strength to defend the essential by dying.
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"But I am not writing this to convert the English to my view. I am writing this to

suggest to you that my surrender to the framers of the gagging ordinance is an

object-lesson to you, the reader, in satyagraha. If you will quietly work out in

your own life the implications of the lesson, you will then not need the weekly

aid from the written word in Harijan. Even without your weekly Harijan you

will know how I shall myself work out the full implications of giving an ell when

an inch is wanted. A correspondent pleads with me that on no account should I

suspend Harijan, for he says his non-violence is sustained by the weekly food he

gets therefrom. If he has really done so, then this self-imposed restraint should

teach him more than a vapid continuation of weekly Harijan.

Jawaharlal Nehru had been chosen to follow Vinoba Bhave on November 7,

after giving due notice to the authorities. But he was arrested on October 31 at

the Chheoki railway station when he was returning from Wardha after visiting

Gandhi. Subsequently, he was tried in Gorakhpur prison and he was sentenced

to four years' imprisonment for his speeches delivered early in October.

The second satyagrahi was Mr, Brahmo Dutt. On November 7, in the

neighbourhood of Wardha, he began shouting the slogan now prescribed: “It is

wrong to help the British war effort with men or money. The only worthy effort

is to resist all war with non-violent resistance." He was soon arrested and

sentenced to six months' imprisonment.

In mid-November the second stage of the campaign began with what Gandhi

called representative satyagraha. Saiyagrahis were selected from groups such

as the Congress Working Committee, the A.I.C.C., and the Congress members of

the Central and the provincial legislatures. Many Congressmen, including most

of the former ministers, appeared in the streets, uttered slogans and were

arrested and sent to prison mostly for a year. The first victim was Vallabhbhai

Patel who had given notice of his intention to offer satyagraha. He was arrested

on November 17 and was detained under the Defence of India Rules. One by

one, all the top leaders were arrested and G. Rajagopalachari who was still

free performed satyagraha by writing to various people urging them to desist

from war effort and was arrested on December 3.
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Gandhi ordered the suspension of the campaign from December 24 to. January

4, as a goodwill gesture for Christmas. By the close of the year 11 members of

the Congress Working Committee, 176 members of the A.-I.C.C., 29 exministers, and more than 400 members of the Central and provincial

legislatures were jailed. On the New Year's eve, Azad was arrested and

sentenced to eighteen months' imprisonment. Gandhi issued the following

statement:

"Long before his unexpected arrest, the Maulana Saheb had announced that

before offering civil disobedience he would visit Sevagram and discuss with me

the important matters affecting the communal question as also such other

matters. But it was not to be. Non-popular rulers do not disclose their

intentions to the people. They allow them to be inferred from their acts.

Perhaps, it is a legitimate inference to draw from the Maulana Saheb's

premature (from the Congress standpoint) arrest that they did not want him to

meet me. There can be no cause for a complaint in this. They may not be

expected to consult Congress convenience. But it is proper for the Congressmen

to realize that the rulers have no faith in Congress nonviolence. Probably, they

do not consider me to be a knave, but they do consider me to be a fool. In so

doing, they only follow many others who think that Congressmen fool me and

that the latter's non-violence is but a cloak for hiding their violence, if it is not

a preparation for it. Our struggle, therefore, consists in showing that our nonviolence is neither a cloak to hide our violence or hatred, nor a preparation for

violence in the near or distant future. Therefore, our success depends not upon

numbers going to jail, but on the sum-total of the purity and non-violence we

are able to show in all our activities. Numbers can count only when they are of

the right type. But they will positively harm the movement, if they are of the

wrong type.

"For me there is no turning back, whether I have many or very few satyagrahis.

I would far rather be regarded as a fool but strong than as a knave ard a

coward. Though the whole world may repudiate my claim, I must repeat that

the struggle is god-guided. I am but a humble instrument in His hand. Without
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His guidance, real or imaginary, I should feel utterly impotent to shoulder the

burden I am supposed to be carrying.

"Let me now say how I visualize the struggle. Maulana Saheb having gone, there

is to be no successor appointed. Every acting president in a province must be

approved by me. It is not necessary that there should be one. All representative

Congressmen from the members of village to provincial committees are

expected to be in jail if they are fit and approved by me. If they are not, by

reason of health or otherwise, they cannot be expected to function except in

rare cases, and that too under my approval. No fresh elections are to take

place to replace those who will have gone. The idea is ultimately for every

Congressman to act on his own and be his own president but nobody else's. That

is the conception of a completely non-violent institution or society. Not much

direction is required by those who have learnt the art of suffering. Everybody

knows the conditions he has to fulfill for acquiring fitness for offering civil

disobedience. They can be easily complied with by any adult who is sound in

body and mind. No difficulty as to action arises so long as I am left free. For

nobody can resort to direct action without my consent. My intention not to

court arrest abides, but the rulers may have a different plan. If it comes, it will

be the real time of freedom from external control, be it ever so non-violent as

also of true test for everyone. I am not to appoint a successor. Thus,' if I am

arrested everyone will be under the discipline of his or her own conscience. In

theory, therefore, a time may come when millions will be judges of their own

fitness to offer civil disobedience.

"This is not a struggle which can be ended quickly. We are resisting an authority

that is in itself struggling to fight for life against a stubborn foe. The authority

is related to a nation which knows no defeat. Those whose life is in danger

readily yield on what they regard as non-essential or fight to the end on what

they regard as essential. Its refusal to concede our demand shows that they

think that our struggle comes under the latter category. Therefore, our struggle

must be co-terminous at least with the European. Hence everyone who offers
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civil disobedience and gets a short term should know that on every release he

has to repeat civil disobedience till the end of the struggle.

"There are two tactics demanding attention. One is fines without the option of

imprisonment. The other is that of not arresting civil resisters at all. In each

case, the resisters should mareh on foot in easy stages in the direction of Delhi.

It may be even two or three miles per day. The resister will mareh taking such

food only as the villagers may provide."

As regards the payment of fines by the satyagrahis, Gandhi gave the following

instructions;

"A very serious question confronts me in connection with this struggle. In many

places, magistrates have been imposing heavy fines on civil resisters, in some

cases without option of imprisonment. The civil resisters must not and cannot

complain of whatever penalty is imposed on them and a Government will

always take advantage of weaknesses of human nature. Hitherto I have advised

that fines should not be voluntarily paid but that authorities must be left to

collect fines by distraint. The result during the last struggle was a great deal of

heartburning and bitterness. Those who bought movables or immovable for a

song, incurred popular ill will. I hope that if the Government wish to touch

immovable property, they will not sell but confiscate it. For, whenever the

struggle ends, the immovable property is bound to be restored to the original

owners, the resisters. The late Bombay Government knows how difficult it was

for them to restore to the resisters the immovable properties that had changed

hands. I have, however, discovered what may be termed a flaw in the reasoning

that I had applied to the infliction of fines. I now feel that even as a resister

courts imprisonment, he is expected to court any other form of punishment,

that is, fines. Punishment courted has to be joyfully suffered. Therefore, when

fines are imposed and the person fined is able to pay, he must do so willingly.

The result may naturally be that such a person will be fined again and again. If

the resister persists in his resistance, he may have no property left. This is

nothing to be wondered at. As a matter of fact, it is the essence of civil

disobedience that the resister becomes indifferent, whether the authorities
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