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Why August 9 is a defining moment in India's history ? 
 

Today August 9, 2016 is the 73rd anniversary of Quit India Movementof the 
historical call given by Father of the Nation Mahatma Gandhi for the British 
rulers to Quit India in 1942. 
On August 8, on the wings of one of the most powerful slogans of the freedom 
struggle -- 'Do or Die' -- Gandhiji gave the call for a mass movement 
demanding British withdrawal from India. 

'Leave India to God. If this is too much then leave her to anarchy,' Gandhi had 
told Britain in May 1942. 

While hunting for a slogan for the movement demanding the British to leave 
India, one suggestion was 'Get Out'. But Gandhiji thought it was impolite and 
rejected it. 

C Rajagopalachari, whom Gandhi called as his 'conscience keeper', suggested 
'Retreat' or 'Withdraw'. That too did not make the cut. 

Finally, Yusuf Meheraly -- the Socialist and trade unionist who was 
imprisoned 8 times during the freedom struggle - came up with 'Quit India'. 

 
'Do or Die' 
The Quit India Movement was India's final nationwide campaign for 
independence. 

It was launched from Mumbai's Gowalia Tank on the midnight of August 8-9 
after a historic session of the Congress that lasted two-and-a-half days. 

Gowalia Tank was later renamed August KrantiMaidan. One of the Rajdhani 
trains linking Mumbai to Delhi is named after the famed August Kranti. 



'There is a mantra, short one, that I give you. You imprint it on your heart and 
let every breath of yours give an expression to it. The mantra is "do or die",' 
Gandhiji told the people in his speech at Gowalia Tank. 

It was a time when Japanese forces were threatening India's borders and 
people's frustration with the British was peaking. 

Gandhiji seized this opportunity and launched a movement that united the 
people of India against British imperialism in a last-ditch effort. 

 

'Ba' died in detention in the wake of the Quit India 
Movement 
 

The next day, on August 9, Gandhiji and other members of the Congress were 
arrested by the British and all public meetings were prohibited. 

Sardar Patel, Maulana Azad, Jawaharlal Nehru, C Rajagopalachari, Dr 
Rajendra Prasad, ArunaAsaf Ali were some of the many freedom fighters 
involved in the movement. 

The arrest of Gandhiji and other leaders led to mass protests throughout 
India. 

With no national leaders left to guide the popular agitation, the movement 
resulted in violence and riots in several places. Strikes were called and many 
government buildings were set on fire. 

The British ruthlessly suppressed the movement by mass detentions; more 
than 100,000 people were imprisoned. Thousands were killed. 

Most freedom fighters were kept in prison till 1945. Imprisoned in the Aga 
Khan Palace in Poona along with his wife Kasturba, Gandhi was only released 
from prison in 1944. 

It is here that Kasturba 'Ba' Gandhi died in 1944. 

The palace was donated to the Indian people by the Aga Khan as a mark of 
respect to Gandhiji and is now a museum. 

 

 



 

 

 

 
CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE—  1930-31  
 
The Lahore Congress of I929 authorized the Working Committee to launch a 
programme civil disobedience includingnon-payment of taxes. It had also 
called upon all members oflegislatures to resign their seats. In mid-February, 
1930, theWorkingCommittee, meeting at Sabarmati Ashram, invested 
Gandhiji with fill powers to launch the Civil DisobedienceMovement at a time 
and place of his choice. The acknowledgedexpert on mass struggle was already 
‘desperately in search of aneffective formula.” His ultimatum of 31 January to 
Lord Irwin,stating the minimum demands in the form of II points, had 
beenignored, and there was now only one way out: civil disobedience.   
 
By the end of February, the formula began to emerge asGandhiji began to talk 
about salt: ‘There is no article like saltoutside water by taxing which the State 
can reach even thestarving millions, the sick, the maimed and the utterly 
helpless.The taxconstitutes therefore the most inhuman poll tax the 
ingenuity of man can devise.’ On 2 March, he addressed hishistoric later to 
the Viceroy in which he first explained at greatlength why he regarded British 
rule as a curse: ‘It hasimpoverished the dumb millions by a system of 
progressiveexploitation . . . It has reduced us politically to serfdom. It has 
sapped the foundations of our culture . . . it has degraded usspiritually.’ He 
then informed the Viceroy of his plan of action, ashe believed every true 
Satyagrahi must: ‘...on the 11th day of thismonth. I shall proceed with such 
co-workers of the Ashram as Ican take, to disregard the provisions of the salt 
laws. It is, Iknow, open to you to frustrate my design by arresting me. I hope 
that there will be tens of thousands ready, in a disciplinedmanner, to take up 
the work after me, and, the act of 263  
 



 
DANDI MARCH 

| Civil Disobedience 1930-31disobeying the Salt Act to lay themselves open 
to the penalties ofa law that should never have disfigured the Statute-book.’ 
The plan was brilliantly conceived though few realized itssignificance when it 
was first announced. Gandhiji, along with aband of seventy-eight members of 
the Sabarmati Ashram, amongwhom were men belonging to almost every 
region and religion ofIndia, was to march from his headquarters in 
Ahmedabadthrough the villages of Gujarat for 240 miles. On reaching 
thecoast at Dandi, he would break the salt laws by collecting saltfrom the 
beach. The deceptively innocuous move was to provedevastatingly effective. 
Even before the march began, thousandsbegan to throng the Sabarmati 
Ashram in anticipation of thedramatic events that lay ahead. And Gandhiji 
painstakinglyexplained his plans, gave directions for future action, 
impressedon the people the necessity for non-violence, arid prepared themfor 
the Government’s response: ‘Wherever possible, civildisobedience of salt laws 
should be started . . . Liquor andforeign- cloth shops can be picketed. We can 
refuse to pay taxesif we have the requisite strength. The lawyers can give 
uppractice. The public can boycott the courts by refraining fromlitigation. 
Government servants can resign their posts . . . Iprescribe only one condition, 
viz., let our pledge of truth and nonviolenceas the only means for the 
attainment of Swaraj befaithfully kept.’  
 
Explaining the power of civil disobedience, he said: 
 
‘Supposing ten persons from each of the 700,000 villages in Indiacome 
forward to manufacture salt and to disobey the Salt Act,what do you think 
this Government can do? Even the worstautocrat you can imagine would not 
dare to blow regiments ofpeaceful civil resisters out of a cannon’s mouth. If 
only you willbestir yourselves just a little, I assure you we should be able to 
tire this Government out in a very short time.’  



 
He also explained how non-violence enabled the widestparticipation of the 
people, and put the Government in anunenviable quandary. To a crowd who 
came to the ashram on 10March, he said: ‘Though the battle is to begin in a 
couple of days,how is it that you can come here quite fearlessly? I do not 
thinkany one of you would be here if you had to face rifle-shots orbombs. But 
you have no fear of rifle-shots or bombs? Why?   

 

 
 

World War I and Indian Nationalism: The Ghadar 
 
The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 gave a new lease of life to the 
nationalist movement which had been dormantsince the heady days of the 
Swadeshi Movement.Britain’sdifficulty was India’s ‘opportunity.’ This 
opportunity was seized,in different ways arid with varying success, by the 
Ghadarrevolutionaries based in North America and by LokamanyaTilak, 
Annie Besant and their Home Rule Leagues in India. TheGhadaritesattempted 
a violent overthrow of British rule, whilethe Home Rule Leaguers launched a 
nation-wide agitation forsecuring Home Rule or Swaraj.The West Coast of 
North America had, since 1904, becomehome to a steadily increasing number 
of Punjabi immigrants. 
 
Many of these were land-hungry peasants from the crowdedareas of Punjab, 
especially the Jullundur and Hoshiarpurdistricts, in search of some means of 
survival. Some of themcame straight from their villages in Punjab. 



 
The discriminatory policies of the host countries soonresulted in a flurry of 
political activity among Indian nationalists. 
 
As early as 1907, Ramnath Purl, a political exile on the WestCoast, issued a 
Circular-e-Azadi (Circular of Liberty) in which healso pledged support to the 
Swadeshi Movement. 
 
On 1 November 1913, the first issue of Ghadar, in Urdu waspublished and on 
9 December, the Grumukhi edition. The nameof the paper left no doubts as to 
its aim. Ghadar means Revolt.And if any doubts remained, they were to be 
dispelled by thecaptions on the masthead: ‘Angrezi Raj kaDushman’ or ‘An 
Enemy of British Rule.’ On the front page of each issue was afeature titled 
Angrezi Raj KaKachaChittha or ‘An Expose ofBritish Rule.’ This Chittha 
consisted of fourteen pointsenumerating the harmful effects of British rule. 
 
Unsurprisingly, The Ghadár, succeeded, in a very brief time,in changing the 
self-image of the Punjabi immigrant from that ofa loyal soldier of the British 
Raj to that of a rebel whose only aimwas to destroy the British hold on his 
motherland.  
 
Fina11y, in 1914, three events influenced the course of theGhadarmovement: 
the arrest and escape of HarDayal, theKomagataMaruincident, and the 
outbreak of the First WorldWar.   
Dayal was arrested on 25 March 1914 on the stated groundof his anarchist 
activities though everybody suspected that theBritish Government had much 
to do with it. Released on bail, heused the opportunity to slip out of the 
country. With that, hisactive association with the GhadarMovement came to 
an abruptend.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



EARLY DAYS OF M K GANDHIJI 
 
Gandhiji’s  journey from Durban to Pretoria, which he undertookwithin a week 
of his arrival on the continent, consisted of a seriesof racial humiliations.  
 
On his arrival in Pretoria, where he was to work on the civilsuit that had 
brought him to South Africa, he immediatelyconvened a meeting of the 
Indians there. He offered to teachEnglish to anybody who wanted to learn and 
suggested that theyorganize themselves and protest against oppression. 
 
In other respects, too, the South African experimentprepared Gandhiji for 
leadership of the Indian national struggle.He had had the invaluable 
experience of leading poor Indianlabourers, of seeing their capacity for 
sacrifice and for bearinghardship, their morale in the face of repression.  
 
Gandhiji returned to India, in January 1915, and waswarmly welcomed. His 
work in South Africa was well-known, notonly to educated Indians, but, as he 
discovered on his visit to theKumbhMela at Hardwar, even to the masses who 
flocked to himfor his ‘darshan.’  
 
The Quit India Movement was launched in August 1942 andit was made clear 
that now there was no distinction to be madebetween the people of British 
India and the States: every Indianwas to participate. The meeting of the AISPC 
was convened alongwith the AICC session at Bombay that announced 
thecommencement of struggle. Gandhiji and Jawaharlal Nehru both 
addressed the AISPC Standing Committee, and Gandhiji himselfexplained the 
implications of the Quit India Movement and toldthe Committee that 
henceforth there would be one movement. 
 
The movement in the States was now to be not only for responsible 
government but for the independence of India andthe integration of the States 
with British India.   

 
 
 
 



THE QUIT INDIA MOVEMENT AND THE INA 
 

 
‘Quit India,’ ‘Bharat Choro’.This simple hut powerful sloganlaunched “the 
legendary struggle which also became famous bythe name of the ‘August 
Revolution.’) In this struggle, thecommon people of the country demonstrated 
an unparalleledheroism and militancy. Moreover, the repression that they 
facedwas the most brutal that had ever been used against the national 
movement. The circumstances in which the resistance wasoffered were also 
the most adverse faced by the nationalmovement until then — using the 
justification of the war effort,the Government had armed itself with draconian 
measures, andsuppressed even basic civil liberties. Virtually any political 
activity, however peaceful and ‘legal,’ was at this time an illegaland 
revolutionary activity.   
 
Why had it become necessary to launch a movement inthese difficult 
conditions, when the possibility of brutalrepression was a certainty?   
For one, the failure of the Cripps Mission in April 1942made it clear that 
Britain was unwilling to offer an honourablesettlement and a real 
constitutional advance during the War, andthat she was determined to 
continue India’s unwillingpartnership in the War efforts. 
 
Though Gandhiji himself had begun to talk of the comingstruggle for some 
time now, it was at the Working Committeemeeting at Wardha on 14 July, 
1942 that the Congress firstaccepted the idea of a struggle. The All-India 
Congress Committeewas then to meet in Bombay in August to ratify this 
decision.  
 
The historic August meeting at Gowalia Tank in Bombay wasunprecedented in 
the popular enthusiasm it generated. Hugecrowds waited outside as the 
leaders deliberated on the issue.And the feeling of anticipation and 



expectation ran so high thatin the open session, when the leaders made their 
speeches beforethe many thousands who had collected to hear them, there 
waspin-drop silence.   
 
Gandhiji’s speech’s delivered in his usual quiet andunrhetorical style, recount 
many who were in the audience, hadthe most electrifying impact. He first 
made it clear that ‘theactual struggle does not commence this moment. You 
have onlyplaced all your powers in my hands. I will now wait upon the 
Viceroy a’ plead with him for the acceptance of the Congressdemand. That 
process is likely to take two or three weeks.’ But,he added: ‘you may take it 
from me that I am not going to strike abargain with the Viceroy for ministries 
and the like. I am notgoing to be satisfied with anything short of complete 
freedom. 
 
Gandhiji’s speech also contained specific instructions fordifferent sections of 
the peop1e. Government servants would notyet be asked to resign, but they 
should openly declare theirallegiance to the Congress, soldiers were also not to 
leave theirposts, but they were to ‘refuse to fire on our own people . The 
Princes were asked to ‘accept the sovereignty of your own people,instead of 
paying homage to a foreign power.’ And the people ofthe Princely States were 
asked to declare that they ‘(were) part ofthe Indian nation and that they 
(would) accept the leadership ofthe Princes, if the latter cast their lot with the 
People, but nototherwise.’ Students were to give up studies if they were sure 
they could continue to remain firm independence was achieved. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Quit India Speech by Mahatma Gandhi 

Before you discuss the resolution, let me place before you one or two things, I 
want you to understand two things very clearly and to consider them from the 
same point of view from which I am placing them before you. I ask you to 
consider it from my point of view, because if you approve of it, you will be 
enjoined to carry out all I say. It will be a great responsibility. There are people 
who ask me whether I am the same man that I was in 1920, or whether there 
has been any change in me. You are right in asking that question. 

Let me, however, hasten to assure that I am the same Gandhi as I was in 
1920. I have not changed in any fundamental respect. I attach the same 
importance to non-violence that I did then. If at all, my emphasis on it has 
grown stronger. There is no real contradiction between the present resolution 
and my previous writings and utterances. 

Occasions like the present do not occur in everybody’s and but rarely in 
anybody’s life. I want you to know and feel that there is nothing but purest 
Ahimsa in all that I am saying and doing today. The draft resolution of the 
Working Committee is based on Ahimsa, the contemplated struggle similarly 
has its roots in Ahimsa. If, therefore, there is any among you who has lost 
faith in Ahimsa or is wearied of it, let him not vote for this resolution. Let me 
explain my position clearly. God has vouchsafed to me a priceless gift in the 
weapon of Ahimsa. I and my Ahimsa are on our trail today. If in the present 
crisis, when the earth is being scorched by the flames of Himsa and crying for 
deliverance, I failed to make use of the God given talent, God will not forgive 
me and I shall be judged unworthy of the great gift. I must act now. I may not 
hesitate and merely look on, when Russia and China are threatened. 

Ours is not a drive for power, but purely a non-violent fight for India’s 
independence. In a violent struggle, a successful general has been often 
known to effect a military coup and to set up a dictatorship. But under the 
Congress scheme of things, essentially non-violent as it is, there can be no 
room for dictatorship. A non-violent soldier of freedom will covet nothing for 
himself, he fights only for the freedom of his country. The Congress is 
unconcerned as to who will rule, when freedom is attained. The power, when it 
comes, will belong to the people of India, and it will be for them to decide to 
whom it placed in the entrusted. May be that the reins will be placed in the 
hands of the Parsis, for instance-as I would love to see happen-or they may be 



handed to some others whose names are not heard in the Congress today. It 
will not be for you then to object saying, “This community is microscopic. That 
party did not play its due part in the freedom’s struggle; why should it have all 
the power?” Ever since its inception the Congress has kept itself meticulously 
free of the communal taint. It has thought always in terms of the whole nation 
and has acted accordingly. . . I know how imperfect our Ahimsa is and how far 
away we are still from the ideal, but in Ahimsa there is no final failure or 
defeat. I have faith, therefore, that if, in spite of our shortcomings, the big 
thing does happen, it will be because God wanted to help us by crowning with 
success our silent, unremitting Sadhana for the last twenty-two years. 

I believe that in the history of the world, there has not been a more genuinely 
democratic struggle for freedom than ours. I read Carlyle’s French Revolution 
while I was in prison, and Pandit Jawaharlal has told me something about the 
Russian revolution. But it is my conviction that inasmuch as these struggles 
were fought with the weapon of violence they failed to realize the democratic 
ideal. In the democracy which I have envisaged, a democracy established by 
non-violence, there will be equal freedom for all. Everybody will be his own 
master. It is to join a struggle for such democracy that I invite you today. Once 
you realize this you will forget the differences between the Hindus and 
Muslims, and think of yourselves as Indians only, engaged in the common 
struggle for independence. 

Then, there is the question of your attitude towards the British. I have noticed 
that there is hatred towards the British among the people. The people say they 
are disgusted with their behaviour. The people make no distinction between 
British imperialism and the British people. To them, the two are one. This 
hatred would even make them welcome the Japanese. It is most dangerous. It 
means that they will exchange one slavery for another. We must get rid of this 
feeling. Our quarrel is not with the British people, we fight their imperialism. 
The proposal for the withdrawal of British power did not come out of anger. It 
came to enable India to play its due part at the present critical juncture It is 
not a happy position for a big country like India to be merely helping with 
money and material obtained willy-nilly from her while the United Nations are 
conducting the war. We cannot evoke the true spirit of sacrifice and velour, so 
long as we are not free. I know the British Government will not be able to 
withhold freedom from us, when we have made enough self-sacrifice. We 
must, therefore, purge ourselves of hatred. Speaking for myself, I can say that 
I have never felt any hatred. As a matter of fact, I feel myself to be a greater 



friend of the British now than ever before. One reason is that they are today in 
distress. My very friendship, therefore, demands that I should try to save them 
from their mistakes. As I view the situation, they are on the brink of an abyss. 
It, therefore, becomes my duty to warn them of their danger even though it 
may, for the time being, anger them to the point of cutting off the friendly 
hand that is stretched out to help them. People may laugh, nevertheless that 
is my claim. At a time when I may have to launch the biggest struggle of my 
life, I may not harbor hatred against anybody. 

 
On 7 August, Gandhiji had placed the instructions he haddrafted before the 
Waking Committee, and in these he hadproposed that peasants ‘who have the 
courage, and are preparedto risk their all’ should refuse to pay the land 
revenue. Tenantswere told that ‘the Congress holds that the land belongs to 
thosewho work on it and to no one else.’ Where the zamindari system 
prevails . . . if the zamindarmakes common cause with the ryot,his portion of 
the revenue, which may be settled by mutualagreement, should be given to 
him. But if a zamindarwants toside with the Government, no tax should be 
paid to him.’ Theseinstructions were not actually issued because of the 
preventivearrests, but they do make Gandhiji’s intentions clear.   
 
The Government, however, was in no mood to eithernegotiate with the 
Congress or wait for the movement to beformally launched. In the early hours 
of 9 August, in a singlesweep, all the top leaders of the congress were arrested 
and takento unknown destinations.  
 
According to official estimates, in the first week after thearrests of the leaders, 
250 railway stations were damaged ordestroyed, and over 500 post offices and 
150 police stations wereattacked. The movement of trains in Bihar and 
Eastern U.P., wasdisrupted for many weeks. In Karnataka alone, there were 
1600incidents of cutting of telegraph lines, and twenty- six railway 
stations and thirty-two post offices were attacked. Unarmedcrowds faced 
police and military firing on 538 occasions and theywere also machine-gunned 
by low-flying aircraft. Repression alsotook the form of taking hostages from 
the villages, imposingcollective fines running to a total of Rs 90 lakhs. 
 
In February 1943, a striking new development provided anew burst of political 
activity. Gandhiji commenced a fast on’ 10February in jail. He declared the 



fast would last for twenty-onedays. This was his answer to die Government 
which had beenconstantly exhorting him to condemn the violence of the 
peoplein the Quit India Movement. Gandhiji not only refused tocondemn the 
people’s resort to violence but unequivocally heldthe Government responsible 
for it. It was the ‘leonine violence’ ofthe state which had provoked the people, 
he said. And it wasagainst this violence of the state, which included 
theunwarranted detention of thousands of Congressmen that 
Gandhiji vowed to register his protest, in the only way open tohim when in 
jail, by fasting.   
 
The popular response to the news ofthefast was immediate  and 
overwhelming.’ All over the country, there were hartals, demonstrations and 
strikes. Calcutta and Ahmedabad wereparticularly active. Prisoners in jails 
and those outside went onsympathetic fasts. Groups of people secretly 
reached Poona toofferSatyagraha outside the Aga Khan Palace where 
Gandhijiwas being held in detention. Public meetings demanded hisrelease 
and the Government was bombarded with thousands ofletters and telegrams 
from people from all walks of life. 
 
The fast had done exactly what it had been intended to do.The public morale 
was raised, the anti-British feeling heightened,and an opportunity for political 
activity provided. A symbolicgesture of resistance had sparked off widespread 
resistance andexposed the Government’s high-handedness to the whole 
world.’The moral justification that the Government had been trying toprovide 
for its brutal suppression of 1942 was denied to it and itwas placed clearly in 
the wrong.   
 
The Quit India Movement marked a new high in terms ofpopular participation 
in the national movement and sympathywith the national cause in earlier 
mass struggles, the youth werein the forefront of the struggle. Students from 
colleges and evenschools were the most visible element,  especia1ly in the 
earlydays of August (probably the average age of participants in the 1942 
struggle was even lower than that inearlier movements). Women especially 
college an school girls,played a very important role. ArunaAsaf Ali and 
SuchetaKripalani were two major women organizers of the underground, 
and Usha Mehta an important member of the small group thatran the 
Congress Radio. Workers were prominent as well, andmade considerable 
sacrifice by enduring long strikes and bravingpolice repression in the streets.   



 
With Gandhiji’s release on 6 May 1944, on medical grounds,political activity 
regained momentum. Constructive work becamethe main form of Congress 
activity, with a special emphasis onthe reorganization of the Congress 
machinery. Congresscommittees were revived under different names — 
CongressWorkers Assemblies or Representative Assemblies ofCongressmen — 
rendering the ban on Congress committeesineffective. The task of training 
workers, membership drives andfund collection was taken up. 
 
Before we end this chapter, a brief look at the IndianNational Army is 
essential. The idea of the INA was firstconceived in Malaya by Mohan Singh, 
an Indian officer of theBritish Indian Army, when he decided not to join the 
retreatingBritish army and instead went to the Japanese for help. The 
Japanese had till then only encouraged civilian Indians to formanti-British 
organizations, but had no conception of forming amilitary wing consisting of 
Indians.  Indian prisoners of war were handed over by the Japanese 
to Mohan Singh who then tried to recruit them into an IndianNational Army. 
The fall of Singapore was crucial, for this brought45,000 Indian POWs into 
Mohan Singh’s sphere of influence.  


