Mahatma Gandhi and the Indian Independence Struggle
Mohandas ‘Mahatma’ Gandhi was born in the year 1869, when the land of India was ruled as part of the British Empire. At the time of Gandhi’s birth the British were, in general, liked in India – yet over the course of his life this would change enormously. Indeed, Gandhi himself came to sit the centre of an enormous campaign to end British control of India, giving India ‘Home rule’ or ‘Swaraj’. So important was Gandhi to this campaign that he has since come to be seen as both the founding father of Indian independence, and one of the leading figures in the struggle for freedom and democracy throughout the world.

This essay looks at the role played by Mohandas Gandhi in the Indian independence struggle, and how his ideals have affected the struggle for freedom and democracy throughout the world. The essay begins with a short biography of Gandhi. Following this, the essay examines Gandhi’s role in the fight against the British in India. The essay concludes by examining the ways Gandhi’s strategies of ‘non-violence’ and ‘ahimsa’ have been used in other struggles in other parts of the world.

Mohandas Gandhi was born in 1869 in Porbandar (now in Gujarat state, India (Wikipedia, 2007)), a princely state ruled by a clan of Rajputs; Gandhi’s father served as a prime minister to the Rajput princes. Despite the nominal independence enjoyed by the Rajput princes, the state was largely controlled by the British. Moreover, since their conquest of India in the 18th century, the British had used their military dominance to exact mercurial gain. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, they extracted wealth form India by controlling imports and exports to the country, enriching themselves rich by selling expensive manufactures in exchange for cheap simple commodities. Indeed, at the time of Gandhi’s birth, India was exceedingly poor; as Karl Marx has noted, “The English cotton machinery produced an acute effect in India. The Governor General reported in 1834-5: ‘the misery hardly finds a parallel in the history of commerce. The bones of the cotton-weavers are bleaching the plains of India’” (Marx, 1954: chapter 15 section 5). It was this extreme poverty, this misery without parallel in the history of commerce, that incensed Gandhi so much and fuelled his rejection of British rule.
It would, however, be many years before British rule of India would end. Indeed, as was common at the time, Gandhi himself benefited much from the British, enjoying elite education in London. Following his time in London, Gandhi acted as a lawyer in South Africa. It was in these two places – South Africa and London – that Gandhi truly began to understand the level of discrimination experienced by the people of India; it was during this time that Gandhi began to actively campaign against the British, using the techniques of non-violence and civil disobedience (Wolpert, 1993). 
When Gandhi returned to India, he began to use the techniques of satyagraha and ahimsa – truth struggle and non-violence – to ensure that the British could no longer effectively rule India. Gandhi organised marches and demonstrations to show the people of India that they could resist British military power without resorting to violence. This eventually led to the country becoming ungovernable. As Gandhi said, “when I despair, I remember that all through history the way of truth and love has always won. There have been tyrants and murderers and for a time they seem invincible, but in the end, they always fall – think of it, always” (Gandhi, 1927). This was reiterated in his belief that the enemy of the Indian people was not the British themselves: “I am”, he said, “not anti-English; I am not anti-British; I am not anti-any government; but I am anti-untruth, anti-humbug, and anti-injustice. So long as the government spells injustice, it may regard me as its enemy” (Mkgandhi.org, 2007). 

Gandhi’s enormous success in fighting the British without using violence provided inspiration for a variety of other leaders, including Martin Luther King in the United States of America and Nelson Mandela in South Africa. Both of these leaders used Gandhi’s techniques of ahimsa and satyagraha to fight racism and injustice. In South Africa, Nelson Mandela used non-violent methods to fight against apartheid, using protests and the courts to eventually change international opinion against the racist government. In the same way, Martin Luther King led a number of marches pushing for civil rights for black people in the United States, fighting for their rights and against segregation. Like Gandhi, both Mandela and King eventually brought about change through persuasion and moral authority, and not through force or violence.
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