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Sarojini Naidu and Freedom Movement
of India

Dr. Maksuda Khatun
Principal, Calcutta Girls' B.T. College

All India Radio on 15th August,1947, on the occasion of India's Independence
broadcasted the rousing speeches of a lady, an ikon of India's freedom movement
in the following way "Oh, world of free nations, on this day of our freedom,
we greet you ... It has been a struggle of heroes chiefly anonymous in their
millions. It has been a struggle of women transformed into strength and power
like the Kali, ... It has been a struggle of youth suddenly transfigured into
power itself, sacrifice and ideals. It has been a struggle of young men and old
men of the rich, of the poor, the literate, the illiterate, the stricken, the outcast,
the leper and the saint. It has been the only revolution of the world history of
the world ... We wish to offer today our thanks to the men and women of all
races who have striven for India's freedom... Today I remember those abroad
who were the pioneers of our dream of freedom ... We are reborn today of the
crucible of our sufferings..."
Who was this personality?

She is none but Sarojini Naidu, a woman of extraordinary courage, a lovable
human being, an insired orator, a renowned freedom fighter who was popularly
known as ‘Bharat Kokila’ (The Nightingale of India). This special lecture on
the occasion of celebrating of Azadi Ka Amrit Mahotsab organized by Netaji
Subhash Open University, School of Education tries to highlight contribution
of Sarojini Naidu towards Independence of India synoptically.

Born (1879) with a silverspoon in her mouth Sarojini chattopadhyay
(daughter of Aghorenath Chattopadhyay) had everything that worldly men /
women desire. Her father Aghorenath a brilliant student of presidency college
secured the Gilchrist Scholarship to the study at the University of Edinburgh
and also awarded a Doctorate in Science in 1877, the first Indian to be honoured.
A man of multifaceted personality Aghorenath realized the value of education
especially for woman. He supported whole heartedly the reformers of the time
such as Ram Mohan Roy, Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar and Keshub Chandra
Sen, Debendra Nath Tagore's social reforms of Bengal. Aghorenath’s wife
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Varada Sundari Devi shared his firm belief in one commitment of education.
When Aghorenath was in Britain, Varada Sundari studied at the Bharat Ashram,
an educational institution set up by Keshub Chandra Sen that offered boarding
facilities as well. Both Aghorenath and Varada Sundari were initiated into the
Brahmo Samaj, a movement that was opposed by orthodox and conservative
people.

Aghorenath was invited to accomplish the mission Salar Jung I for modern
Hyderabad. He also instrumental in setting up the girls' college and also became
the Principal of the new Nizam College. Aghorenath was also fortunate in that
there were already eminent educationists in the state, not just Salar Jung I but
also the Nawab Imad-Ul-Mulk, which was the title given to syed Hussein
Bilgrami, a renowned scholar who had moved from Lucknow at the Dewan's
request to work for the cause of education in Hydrabad.

After the death (1883) of Salar Jung I Aghorenath remained devoted to
the cause of education. The Indian National Congrees had just been formed in
1885 and Aghorenath used to follow its activities with great interest, though he
was a person of radical political views and outspokenness.

Sarojini chattopadhyay was growing up and experiencing progressive
literary cultered academic as well as political family environment what led her
attaining quality education. She composes the long poem 'Mehir Muneer' and
the work is published in Madras. In 1895 the Nizam awarded her a scholarship
and a passage to England. She began attending king's college in London and
also met the poet Edmund Gosse and W.B. Yeats. Next year she joined Girton
College, Cambridge, met the poet Arthur Symons and in the same year in the
month of October her book, ‘Songs by S Chattopadhyay' was published privately
in Hyderabad.

Due to illness Sarojini returned to India in 1898 and thereafter married to
Dr. Govindarajulu Naidu, her first love under the special Marriage Act. Within
four to five years she became the mother of four children. But she continued to
make public speeches. In 1905 she joined the widespread protests against the
decision to partition of Bengal. This propelled her into politics. In this year a
volume of her poems, 'the Golden threshold' is published in England. The content
of the work showed Sarojini's love and respect to her motherland. In 1904 in
Bombay for the congress session Sarojini met Ramabai Ranade, a champion of
women's emancipation and education. At the 22nd session of the Indian national
social conference in 1908 Sarojini Naidu was instrumental in pushing through
aresolution calling for the need to educational facilities of the widows & women.
She believed that true freedom would never be possible if women were not
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perceived as equals to men. Sarojini spoke up tenaciously for women and for
their rights. For her it was inseparable from the wider political course. She is
awarded Kaiser-e-Hind gold medal by the Government of India.

Though Mohammad Ali Jinnah one of the foremost leader of Muslim
league was his associate and mentor, it was Gopal Krishna Gokhale, a brilliant
lawyer and pioneer of compulsory Primary Education in India who initiated
Sarojini into politics and soon she was working in close collaboration with the
most important political leaders of the time, Specially with M. K. Gandhi who
supposed to Political Guru of Sarojini and she became a spokesperson for
important issues for the cause of her motherland. Sarojini was continually
associated with Gandhi. The epithets ‘apostle of peace,” ‘Mystic Spinner’
‘Micky mouse’, ‘Little Man’, ‘Beloved Pilgrim’ are coined by Sarojini to MK
Gandbhi during her different speeches resolutions and letters. Sarojini met Gandhi
on 8th August, 1914 in London for the first time. In 1915 both her father and
Gokhale passed away. She wrote a moving tribute to Gokhale in Bombay
Chronicle.’

During the priod 1915-1918 Sarojini Naidu travelled across India and
continuously spoke on social issues, matters of welfare, women empowerment,
emancipation and nationalism. Inspired by Gandhi she extended her help and
support to the indigo workers in champaran who were being subjected to
violence & oppression. Sarojini also was well versed in Bengali English Urdu
persion language. She wrote a biography of Mohammad Ali Jinnah titled ‘“The
Ambassador of Hindu-Muslim Unity.” On the same year (1916) she met
Jawaharlal Nehru at the Lucknow Congress session .......

On 13th April 1919, the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre in Amritsar shook
every Indian. This saw soldiers, led by Brigadier-General Resinald Dyer,
Shooting down several hundred unarmed people who had gathered to protest
peacefully against the draconian Rowlatt Act, a law that sought to curb essential
freedoms and gave the police the right to arrest and detain anyone they suspected.
However, a report commissioned by the viceroy Lord Chelmsford absolved
Dyer of any wrongdoing. Sarojini Naidu travelled to London to persuade the
government to look at the Indian National Congress’s own findings into the
Jallianwala Bagh Massacre. In a speech in London's Kingsway hall, Sarojini
was fiercely critical of the many atrocities that women to Punjab in particular
had been subjected to, due to the Rowlett Act. It was the British response to
the measure and other harsh measures including the Rowlatt Act that turned
her finally and resolutely against the British in every way. Her letters with
Gandhi and correspondence between Mr. Montagu (through his secretary Mr.
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Brown) bear eloquent testimony to this fact.

Sarojini Naidu as part of WIA (Women’s Indian Association) argued along
with Annie Besant for representation for women in the new legislative bodies
being planned under the Govt. of India Act of 1919, also called the Montagu-
Chelmsford Reforms. This reforms recommended that provincial legislatures,
which were soon to be set up would also have the power to grant women the
right to vote which Sarojini probably conceived as the pre-requisition of
attaining freedom.

A public meeting of the citizens of Madras was held on 17th March 1919
to urge on the Government to drop the Rowlatt Bills and to express its
unqualified adherence to Mr. Gandhi's Satyagraha Movement. Sarojini Naidu
moved the resolution mentioning revolutionary approach of Mazzini, Gariboldi
Kossuth and the progressive poets of Shelley, Byron, Milton Sarojini
emphasized upon India's freedom and said “May I India for your liberty give
my life and for your honour ...................... Let rhetoric upon rhetoric and
memorials of protest flow to the wide sea that brings up the waves of Bills
which answers nothing™. Truly say this is the strong determination of Sarojini
Naidu.

It bears an eloquent testimony to the fact that there lies every spirit of
Swadeshi in Sarojini Naidu when we notice the content of Trivandrum speech
delivered by Sarojini on Sunday, 18th October 1922. To quote Sarojini
..................... without the solution of that economic degradation and
slavery of India, it is hopeless to talk of freedom at all ..................... let
their be khadi through India - not the khadi as coarse as this table cloth nor
handspun khadi exactly like this (gesturing to the cloth she was wearing), but
only the symbol of the swadeshi spirit which is the only symbol that a free
Indian nation can possess ...........c.ceeueinenen the great act of spinning which
you know was crushed because of the economic interest of Lancashire. You
know (audience) that terrible story of the fine silk of Mursidabad, the beautiful
mull and the Dacca muslin, whose fine texture and variety of color and design
were exterminated. The looms and even the fingers of the manufacturers were
cut off and crushed".

In another part of her speech Sarojini Naidu said".................. it is not
against our own Governments ........... but it is against the spirit of alien
administration which has no right in any land." According to her the swadeshi
spirit covers literally all the many manifestations of the movement (Great
Satyagraha Movement). Through her speech she tried to expand spirit of swadesi
to the entire nation of India.
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Sarojini Naidu stressed npon unity of the whole nation. She said "To be
national a united people might make great united contributions to the national
wealth of world." Another important role played by Sarojini Naidu towards
the independence of India is her active participation and leadership in Civil
Disobedience Movement. As Sarojini Naidu became more involved with the
congress, she was also one of Gandhi's closest associates. In March, 1930 when
Gandhi announced the civil Disobedience Movement by launching Salt
Satyagraha, a protest against a monopoly of the Salt Laws, Gandhiji was soon
arrested. On 5th May the leadership of the movement fell to Sarojini. She with
several thousand volunteers, attempted to enter the Dharasana Salt works near
Dandi just as Gandhi had intended. Sarojani accompanied some other close
associates of M K Gandhi whose name need to be mentioned. They are Imam
Saheb of the Sabarmati Ashram, Pyarelal Nayyar, Narhari Parekh and Gandhi's
son Manilal. The weather was extremely hot and dry. Consequently the
volunteers were soon terribly thirsty. The police had surrounded them on all
sides and beat them violently as they came in waves, nearer and nearer the
gates. Shorojini addressed the volunteers, prayed with them, spun khadi and
wrote. By mid May she was addressed, with all other volunteers. She told her
daughter, Leelamani, from jail, 'Remember the darkness holds the light within'.

Gandhi embarked on fasts often, as a sign of protest, and over the years
these took a toll on his frail health. This became an immense cause of worry
for his associates, including Sarojini. Most time she would join him and pray
silently for his long life. She was by his side on 20th September 1932 when
Gandhi embarked on his fast against the provision of separate electorates for
the lower castes as per the 'communal award' offered by the British in 1932.

Another most important activity in respect of freedom struggle movement
played by Sarojini Naidu which is noteworthy. Sarojini suffered frequent terms
of imprisonment in her long involvement in the nationalist cause, one where
she always marched in Gandhi's footsteps. The lengthiest incarceration she
served was soon after the Quit India resolution had been passed on 8th August
1942. She was imprisoned in the Aga Khan Place in Poona along with Mahatma
Gandhi and his wife Kasturba. It was here that Kasturba Gandhi died of a long
fever. Sarojini who was suffering from malarial fever too was released in March
1943. She sailed to London with other delegates for the Round Table
Conference.

Sarojini Naidu was appointed as the President of the Indian National
Congress, the first Indian Woman and she chaired the special session of the
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Indian National Congress when Rajendra Prasad was elected president after
the resignation of Subhas Chandra Bose.

Amidst the multifarious political and social activities this personality
passed away on 2nd March 1949 after the assassination of her Guru Gandhiji.
Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru in his broadcast to the nation said: "The captains and
kings of my generation depart, old friends and dear comrades pass away, and
now the dearest and brightest of them is gone. I feel desolate of heart and
willowed in spirit. Though Sarojini Devi's strength ebbed out, her indomitable
spirit held aloft. Men and women of this country, have you the spirit to
carry the torch and hold it aloft? May it be given to us to give India what
she gave."

In conclusion we can say that the life-long works and role of Sarojini
Naidu towards the freedom struggle of India are immense. It's not possible to
highlight all the activities of Sarojini in a single special lecture. Her variegated
personality specially the lecture delivered in different public meetings and
activities in relation to India's freedom movement needs to be revisited by the
present day scholars and researchers. After independence Sarojini Naidu is
first made acting governor of the Uttar Pradesh and then she continued as
Governor of the state. She was the first woman to serve as Governor of a state.
Though she is a forgotten name today yet it must be and should be vehemently
admitted that Sarojini Naidu is relevant in the light of present day situation
specially when we review the very important lectures of Naidu entitled "True
Brotherhood', "The Education of Indian Women', 'Co-operation Among
Communities', 'Hindu Muslim Unity', "Women in national Life etc.' From this
platform, during the celebration of Azadi ka Amrit Mahotsab we convey our
heartfelt salute to this peace loving patriot of our nation.

Reference :

Smt. Sarojoni Naidu, Loksabha Secretariat New Delhi, 2019.
2. Essential Reader, Sarojini Naidu, Penguin Random house India Pvt. Ltd. 2022 introduction
by Makarand R. Paranjape.
Sarojini Naidu, The Nightingale and the freedom fighter, edited by Anu Kumar, 2014.
Samsad Bangalee Charitabhidhan, Subodh Chandra Sengupta, 1976.
Wikipedia.
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campaign gained considerable strength and self confidence to the people of
Midnapur and popularity to their leader Mr. B. N. Sasmal.”
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Gandhi as Mahatma in the Twenty-
first Century
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In the early decades of the twentieth century, as we look back and try to
evaluate Gandhi’s failures and successes, we often remain a confused lot.
The problem arises from the fact that he lived through both troubled and
unpredictable times, coinciding with the authoritarianism of fascist leaders,
obdurate communist leaders and diabolical colonial regimes. Undoubtedly,
Gandhi was aware of these very disturbing trends but he remained steadfast
in his goal of establishing swaraj which was simply not geared towards
freedom, but towards addressing a whole lot of issues which were part of
the quotidian experiences of the poor, the powerless and above all women
who were the most discriminated segment of the Indian society, both swarg/
and satyagraha were the two most important ideological tools for addressing
communal and sectarian fissures. conflicts over divided identities and that
of racial and other sectoral forms of violence and discrimination. Despite,
the growing criticism over Gandhi’s methods and practices there is little
doubt that Gandhi has survived and will continue to survive as long as injustice,
exploitation and discrimination rule the minds of the people who are in
power. Gandhi in his afterlife has continued to be a beacon of hope for
underprivileged and discriminated humans throughout the world. Indeed,
this has been the case, because Gandhi in the mould of an organic thinker
had a holistic version of social, political, economic and cultural issues, which
had been born out of his own experience of leading mass movements in
South Africa and India. As a diehard critic of imperialism, Gandhi felt that
the suffering of humanity under extreme authoritarian conditions did not
really bifurcations in the thought process. But.while he believed in the liberation
of the individual it is not too certain whether he would have accepted the
hegemonic and muscular state systems, that evolved in the post- second
world war years in the name of nation-states. In all probability, Gandhi
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might have been repelled by these ideas which to him might have meant
curtailment of individual freedom and a legitimised anarchy in the name of
an order state trying to be an umpire controlling the dissent and conflict
among the different sections of the citizens. However, after his demise, which
came rather soon following the despair and euphoria over partition and
independence, Gandhi came to be increasingly appropriated by the nascent
Indian nation-state for strengthening the foundations of its own political
legitimacy. But in the process, the state advertently or inadvertently pushed
many of Gandhi’s own fundamental premises to oblivion. The result was
that Gandhi despite being revered was transformed into a saint like figure
with utopian philosophical visions which had hardly much in common with
the material interests of the Indian nation-state. What remained was essentially
a lip service for Gandhi and an all-out replacement of Gandhi’s quest for
simplicity by overarching forms of modernity. But more importantly, what
remained a costly miss on the part of the global community, was the erasure
of the tradition of dialogue that was present in Gandhi’s ideas about governance
and human emancipation. The neglect of these philosophical aspects of
Gandhi’s ideas has made regimes throughout the world, irrespective of their
ideological orientations to settle for more power and authority, rather than
emphasizing on the sharing of experiences between different social groups.
The end result of this all has been growing conflicts resulting from a competition
over resources and aspects of life.

There can be no doubt, that despite the criticism and cynicism of Gandhi’s
ideas and his methods, Gandhi has continued to retain his popularity as a
politician and a thinker because of his ability to look far ahead of his times.
In fact, there are many in the present generation who feel that Gandhi’s idea
of non-violence, truth and non-possession are much more relevant for today’s
world than it has ever been before. The disenchantment over arms race, big
power rivalry and the prospects of empire striking back and the increasing
incidents of racial violence including that of caste discrimination have
influenced many to turn back to Gandhi’s ideals and philosophy. Gandhi
can no longer be singularly labelled as a utopian, more because of the fact
that his ideas can make the civil society rethink about launching new social
movements against all forms of exploitation and that of development induced
injustices on innocent humanity.

The relevance for Gandhi perhaps lies in his own personality, reflected
in his efforts to lucidly define the connectivity’s between the past and the
present. The greatest quality, that Gandhi had, was his ability to adopt and
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comprehend the meanings of change and this turned him into a philosopher
who rather than being irrelevant could be somewhat omnipresent. It is doubtful
whether Gandhi on his own wanted him to be recognised as a philosopher
of great acclaim, because he felt that the greatest service that he could render
to mankind was that of standing close to them and fight the inequalities
based on truth. Gandhi also believed that it was not enough to philosophise,
but it also had much to do with action. There is now an increasing realization
among scholars that Gandhi should be seriously taken as a political thinker.
His ideas, it is believed, are based on strong philosophical and conceptual
foundations. In contemporary times as some scholars have tried to identify
Gandhi as a philosopher politician, the reason behind such interpretation is
that Gandhi adopted a holistic perception when dealing with issues of
imperialism, non-violence and anti-colonial struggle under a rubric of a single
platform, that was nothing other than humanity and its quest to survive the
dynamics of changes. Despite being shunt by policy planners in India as
well as in parts of the west for being anti-diluvian in perception sometimes
is in the limelight especially when social upheavals tempt to tear apart the
credibility of the nation-state. It is under such conditions that the defender
of the state realise how important it is for them to rake up Gandhi as social
umpire. For instance, both in the case of United States and South Africa,
where there were long histories of coloured discrimination, white oppressive
ruling regimes could realise the potentialities of the social philosophy of
Gandhi. Gandhi undoubtedly was looked upon as the founder of a “new
social gospel movements” which did not begin with the evocation of Christ
in tatters but on non-violence and pacifism.

Gandhi’s ideas about swaraj and ramrajya have been debated at late in
the past decades. But, often there have been a pronounced rancour towards
Gandhi’s ideas. Both the terms have people in the centre and they are overtly
linked to matters of governance and welfarism. A careful perusal would
lead us to the idea that the individual in most cases merges with the collective
ofindividuals to lend legitimacy to political authority. Gandhi reaches the
high point as a philosopher, when he argues that the main task is to transform
the social communities into self-sufficient units in matters of governance
and economy. In brief, it needs to be argued that Gandhi as a philosopher
believed in decentralization, which could only be achieved through a
meaningful democracy, where people enjoying full freedom could decide
on the agency regarding matters of political control. This perhaps could
only happen in an alternative democracy, where men were freed from all
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forms of exploitation and non-violence was the central feature of the state’s
functioning. The relevance for Gandhi therefore, assumes a greater dimension
when we try to understand the reasons responsible for the growing interests
on participatory and substantive democracy, which are often viewed as conduits
through which the poor can not only reveal themselves economically, but
also raise themselves politically.
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