
Political Violence And The Colonial State In
India 1919-1947: Examining the Critical
Connection
India, with its rich history and diverse culture, has always been a land of
revolutions and upheavals. One of the most crucial periods in the country's
history was the phase of political violence experienced during the colonial rule
from 1919 to 1947. This tumultuous era witnessed numerous uprisings, protests,
and conflicts, shaping the future of independent India. In this article, we delve
deep into the critical connection between political violence and the colonial state,
exploring the impact it had on the Indian struggle for freedom.

The Seeds of Unrest: The Rowlatt Act and the Jallianwala Bagh
Massacre

The first major spark that ignited widespread political violence in India was the
passage of the Rowlatt Act in 1919. This act granted the colonial government
sweeping powers to suppress any form of dissent within the country. The
draconian law was met with fierce opposition from Indians who saw it as a direct
attack on their civil liberties. The frustration and anger over the Rowlatt Act
culminated in the tragic Jallianwala Bagh massacre, where British troops opened
fire on unarmed protesters, leaving hundreds dead and thousands injured.

The brutality of Jallianwala Bagh sent shockwaves throughout the nation and
served as a catalyst for further acts of resistance against the colonial state.
Indians from all walks of life united in their determination to overthrow the
oppressive regime, leading to a surge in political violence across the country.
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The Non-Cooperation Movement: A Peaceful Fight for Freedom

One of the most significant movements during this period was the Non-
Cooperation Movement, led by Mahatma Gandhi. Contrary to the common
perception of political violence, Gandhi advocated for peaceful civil disobedience
as a means to challenge the colonial state. The movement gained immense
popularity and saw widespread participation from the masses, crippling the
functioning of the colonial administration.

However, the Non-Cooperation Movement faced its fair share of obstacles. As
frustration grew among the masses, incidents of sporadic violence emerged in
certain pockets of the country. This was a result of the prevailing volatile
atmosphere and the anger against perceived British atrocities. While Gandhi
staunchly condemned such acts, they nonetheless provided the British regime
with ammunition to suppress the movement. The critical connection between
political violence and the colonial state was evident as the British used these
incidents to justify their own violent actions against the Indian population.
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The Role of Revolutionary Organizations: Balancing Idealism and
Realism

As the Indian freedom struggle progressed, several revolutionary organizations
emerged, seeking a more proactive approach towards achieving independence.
These organizations, such as the Hindustan Socialist Republican Association
(HSRA) and the Bengal Volunteers, took up arms against the colonial state,
resorting to violent means to challenge British authority.

The revolutionaries believed that political violence was necessary to shake the
foundations of the colonial state and awaken the masses to the urgency of the
freedom struggle. While their actions garnered attention and support, they also
faced intense scrutiny and repression from the British administration. The critical
connection between political violence and the response of the colonial state was
a defining factor in shaping the trajectory of the Indian independence movement.

From Quit India Movement to Partition: Bloodshed and Freedom

The final phase of political violence in India before independence was marked by
the Quit India Movement in 1942. This movement, led by Indian National
Congress, aimed to force the British to leave India through non-violent means.
However, as the movement gained momentum, clashes erupted between
protesters and the colonial administration.

The British responded with brutal force, leading to significant loss of life and
property. The violence and repression that followed further fueled the demand for
independence, ultimately culminating in the partition of India in 1947. The scars of
political violence and the critical connection with the colonial state during this
period would continue to impact the newly formed nations of India and Pakistan
for years to come.



The era of political violence from 1919 to 1947 was a pivotal phase in India's
struggle for freedom. The critical connection between the colonial state and the
use of violence shaped the course of events and the methods adopted by the
Indian population to overthrow British rule. Whether through peaceful movements
or armed resistance, the fight for independence was fueled by the frustration and
determination of a nation longing for self-rule. Understanding the complex
dynamics between political violence and the colonial state is crucial in
comprehending the struggles endured by the Indian people and appreciating their
ultimate triumph in achieving independence.
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In Gentlemanly Terrorists, Durba Ghosh uncovers the critical place of
revolutionary terrorism in the colonial and postcolonial history of modern India.
She reveals how so-called 'Bhadralok dacoits' used assassinations, bomb
attacks, and armed robberies to accelerate the departure of the British from India
and how, in response, the colonial government effectively declared a state of
emergency, suspending the rule of law and detaining hundreds of suspected
terrorists. She charts how each measure of constitutional reform to expand Indian
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representation in 1919 and 1935 was accompanied by emergency legislation to
suppress political activism by those considered a threat to the security of the
state. Repressive legislation became increasingly seen as a necessary condition
to British attempts to promote civic society and liberal governance in India. By
placing political violence at the center of India's campaigns to win independence,
this book reveals how terrorism shaped the modern nation-state in India.
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