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Women’s Participation in National Movements 
 

Dr. Seema Thakur 

 

Many heroes have contributed invaluable to free India. Not only men but women also actively 

participated in the movement of freedom struggle. As a matter of fact women had contributed remarkably in 

various non- violent movements started for country’s freedom. In order to liberate the country, women have 

also endured severe torture. On the one hand , where women participated directly in the freedom movement, 

on the other hand they were indirectly helping the freedom fighters. The contribution of women in freedom 

movement can never be forgotten. In this paper the contribution of women in the National Movement will be 

highlighted. 
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Women contributed in National as well as local Satyagrahas. At the time of the Champaran 

Satyagraha in 1917 women came out, though in a very small scale, and lent a helping hand to Gandhi, when 

he went there with his selected band of workers to enlighten the masses against this injustice. Prabhawati, 

Rajbansi Devi, and Bhagwanti Devi were some of notable women among them. These women propagated 

against the practice of Purdah, untouchability, ignorance, illiteracy and also organised literary classes on the 

advice of Gandhi1.  

In 1917 during Ahmadabad Labour Movement, Anusuyaben Sarabai, sister of Ambalal Sarabhai one 

of the Ahmadabad’s leading mill owner fought a valiant battle on behalf of the workers even against her own 

brother. During the strike she alongwith other leaders and women workers spent every morning and evening 

visiting the worker’s homes inspiring and advising them, sending medical help and brining back to Gandhi 

the reports of their hardship and rumours. Her house became the venue for discussion among the leaders.2  

She also addressed the meetings of workers and asked them to cooperate to make the strike 

successful. During the Kheda Satyagraha Anusuyaben Sarabhai, Mirabehn, Anandibai, Maniben Patel and 

Kasturba Gandhi accompanied him. They organised women’s meetings and bhajan mandalis in order to 

carry out the propaganda work. Very soon the presence of rural women was felt in every meeting. Though 

these movements were local in nature, yet they marked a beginning of women’s participation and made them 

                                                             
1  Leela Kasturi and Veena Mazumdar, Women and Indian Nationalism, Vikas Publishing House, New Delhi, 1994, p. 161. 
2  M. K. Gandhi, An Autobiography, Navjivan Publishing House, Ahmedabad, 1927, p. 360. 
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politically aware about their capabilities, strength and potential. By 1920 women from all parts of India were 

prepare to take part in the all India non- violent non cooperation movement launched by Mahatma Gandhi.3 

Little wonder that when Gandhi made his Non- cooperation programme known to the masses the 

response was overwhelming with men and women from different sections of society extending their 

wholehearted support. Non- Cooperation Movement was the first nationwide non violent campaign launched 

by him in 1920. After the end of World War I when there were renewed demands for self rule the 

government passed the repressive Rowlett bills at the beginning of 1919 prohibiting public protest and 

suspending civil liberties. Passing of Rowlett Act added fuel to the fire and further demoralised Indian 

People mentally, Morally and Politically. Gandhi considered these bills as symptoms of a deep seated disease 

among the ruling class, which needed to be drastically treated.4  

He appealed to the viceroy to drop these bills. This was when Gandhi began to develop a programme 

for women. Gandhi formed a Satyagraha sabha and announced that a hartal [closure of shops offices and all 

public activity] would take place on 6 April. On this day he addressed gathering of women representing 

different classes and communities and in impressed upon them the need to take part in the Satyagraha 

{peaceful resistance} movement.5 

The year following the first World war are most outstanding in the annals of  the freedom struggle for 

during this period an organized movement overthrow the foreign rule was begun by boycotting the 

government on essential things and by launching Satyagraha. It was probably due to this technique that 

freedom movement which was more or less a monopoly of the intellectuals found a fertile field amongst the 

masses of the country and invited interest of the rich and the poor, the old and the young, the educated and 

the uneducated, industrialists and labourers, teachers and social workers, and above all of the women who 

now came forward to join the Satyagraha. Latterly women had been taking increasing interest in socio- 

political affairs; fillip to this was given by the partition of Bengal, the treatment of Indians in South Africa, 

the home rule league of Anni Besent, the first world war and by the Women’s India Association which came 

in existence in 1917. This organization became the pivot around which women gathered, discussed and 

demand their rights. A decade later an all India organization, the All India Women’s Conference, was 

founded and its political goal was self government.6 

The greatest tragedy occurred on 13 April 1919 in Amritsar where under the order of General Dyer 

hundreds of peaceful and defenceless protestors were massacred at Jallianwala Bagh.  Men, women and 

children were killed in this brutal massacre, unmasking forever Britain civilizing mission. According to the 

official record estimate about three hundred seventy nine persons were killed and about twelve hundred were 

wounded, but congress record show that one thousand people were killed and several thousands were 

                                                             
3  Bharti Thakur, Women in Gandhi’s Mass Movement, Deep and Deep Publication Pvt. Ltd., New Delhi,  2006, p. 34. 
4  C. W. M. G., vol. 15. P. 102. 
5  Anup Taneja, Gandhi, Women and the National Movement, 1920-47, HarAnand Publication, New Delhi, 2005, p. 80. 
6   B. S. Chandrababu & L. Thilagavathi, Woman, Her History and Her Struggle for Emancipation, Bharathi Puthakalayam, 

Chennai, 2009,  p. 378. 
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wounded.7 This was not the end of it. There were various incidents where suffering was inflicted upon 

women and their modesty was outraged.   

In retaliation there was an outbreak of violence in different parts of the country in the form of arson 

looting and even assaults on Englishmen at the physical level. In some villages women were called out from 

their houses and harassed. The faces of the women were forcibly uncovered and a foul language was used 

against them. Gandhi felt greatly pained at these incidents and on 18 April 1919 he called off his Satyagraha 

campaign. He candidly admitted that his decision to launch the Satyagraha campaign was a Himalayan 

miscalculation because the masses were not prepared for this.8 Though the campaign was called off but it 

was very much clear that women had begun to actively associate themselves in the ongoing struggle for India 

independence. 9 

The Khilafat Movement   

Khilafat question was Another important incident to have taken place around that time  which greatly 

energized the feelings of  Muslims of India. During the world war I Turkey fought against the Allied powers 

and stood defeated. The Indian Muslims had been assured by the British Prime Minister that the Turkish 

Empire would be preserved and victorious Allies would not impose humiliating terms upon the defeated 

Turkish Sultan who was the Khalifa or religious head of Muslim all over the world. The Khalifa successor to 

the prophet Muhammad, commander of the faithful, the shadow of God on earth- these exalted titles convey 

the symbolic importance of the Khalifa to the community of Islam.10 

The British Government however turned down the requests of the Muslims. On 14 May 1920 a draft 

treaty called the treaty of serves was published setting aside all the assurances given to the Muslims by the 

British during the war period. This greatly annoyed the Muslims and the Khilafat movement started 

assuming serious proportions during the 1919-20 winters. Gandhi felt that this was an opportunity to bring 

the two communities together and for bringing the masses into the national mainstream. He Said, I 

discovered the weapon of non- cooperation in the form we know while thinking about the Khilafat, I feel 

very much about this issue because I am a staunch Hindu. If I wish to see my religion protected against seven 

crores of Muslims I must be ready even to die for the protection of their religions. I do not believe that the 

Muslims will betray us once their end has been achieved. Those who believe in religion do not betray 

anyone. I do not know of a single instance in history of a great sacrifice by the Hindu having gone 

unrewarded. What was done before now was a kind of bargaining. There is no place whatever should help 

the Muslims as a matter of duty and look to God for reward. 11 

They must not ask anything of the Muslims. I seldom mention the subject for cow-protection to the 

Ali Brothers. I have already published the conservation with Maulana Abdul Bari. He knows, all the same, 

                                                             
7  Bharti Thakur, op. cit., p. 38. 
8  M. K. Gandhi, An Autobiography, op. cit., pp. 356-58. 
9  Anup Taneja, op. cit., p. 81. 
10  Gail Minault, The Khilafat Movement: A Religious and Political Mobilization in India, OUP, Delhi, 1982, p. 1. 
11  Navjivan, January 30, 1921. 
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that I have not concealed any hope of being able to melt the hearts of Muslims, by dying for them, If need be. 

It is my conviction that God always regards a good. My prayer is to God. I have sold myself to the Muslims 

without demanding a price and I ask each and every Hindu to do the same. This is no policy, but plain 

dealing. I would not have been ready to die for Muslims if there case had been weak.12  

I remained aloof through doubt or obviously just, I remained aloof through doubt or fear, my 

Hinduism would be disgraced and I would have failed in my duty as a neighbour. I know that the Khilafat 

agitation is not a political weapon. It is the duty of all Muslims to defend the Khilafat. It is a different matter 

that Hindus may not regard it as their duty as well. The Muslims will not accept cow-protection as a religious 

duty. But all Muslims know that for the Hindus it is so. In the same way, all Hindus must know that to 

defend the Khilafat is a religious duty for the Muslims….13 

I have great respect for the devotion of the Ali Brothers to their religion. They would not have 

become fakirs just for the sake of political benefits. Of course, fighting for the Khilafat will increase the 

power of Islam. It is no crime to rejoice at this. The Muslims cannot but be glad; and, if we wish that people 

of other faiths should be happy at the awakening of a new spirit in Hinduism and its regeneration, we Hindus 

should also be glad at the regeneration of Islam.14  

Gandhi sternly warned the government that if justice was denied to the Muslims, he would be left 

with no other option but to resume Satyagraha. A special session of the congress held in September 1920 in 

a resolution approved the resumption of policy of progressive non violence non –cooperation until the said 

wrongs were righted and Swarajya established.  

Gandhi incessantly travelled all over India to encourage people to take up the programmes of the non 

cooperation Movement. He particularly wanted women to participate actively along with men as he believed 

that the major objectives as well as the various dimensions of the movement could not be adequately fulfilled 

if fifty percent of India’s population remained aloof. He said that if women do not share in men’s tasks the 

country is bound to remain in a wretched state15.  

He advised women to do whatever they could for the sake of the country. Gandhi was fully confident 

of women’s strength, ability and sense of organization. In the first Non-cooperation agitation the 

participation of women became very much evident. In different parts of the country, women joined the 

processions, propagated the use of Khadi and charkha and some of them even took the extreme step of 

leaving government schools and colleges. Urging the Hindus and Muslim women to adopt Swadeshi goods 

and to start using the spinning-wheel, Gandhi wrote: 

                                                             
12   Navjivan, January 30, 1921. 
13   Ibid. 
14   Young India, August 25, 1920. 
15   C. M. W. G., vol. 15, p. 290. 
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It is clear that Khilafat agitation will benefit the cause of Swadeshi. But the resolve not to use articles 

made in Europe only so long as the Khilafat issue remained unsolved. Muslims ought not to use European 

good even if they get full justice on the Khilafat question. It is, moreover, not enough to boycott European 

goods alone. No foreign goods, including Japanese goods, should be used. The Swedeshi movement is 

intended as a permanent change, no matter how justly Europe deals with us, it is our duty to use only 

Swadeshi good so that India may ever get perfect justice. The country, thus, can prosper only through the 

spinning-wheel and the handloom. Lakhs of Muslims have given up spinning and lakhs of Muslims weavers 

have given up weaving. If Hindu and Muslim women again take the spinning and Hindu and Muslim 

weavers to weaving, within a short time, the country will be able to produce all the cloth it needs. I wish, 

therefore, to draw the attention of all.16 

Women played powerful role in the Khilafat movement.  Morally and financially they support the 

movement. They gave their ornaments in charity. Ali matriarch Bi Amman, mother of Ali brothers played an 

active role during the Non-cooperation movement.  She was vehemently opposed to the Idea of women 

remaining confined to their homes and not associated themselves with political activities. She has earlier 

been associated with women through meetings to support the work of the Anjuman-e-Khudden-e-Ka’aba-

collection of funds to maintain the house of the Ka’aba and other Muslim holy places, and to defend them 

against non- Muslim aggression, purpose which they emphasized were strictly religions, having nothing to 

do with politics17.  

Perhaps for the first time, a Muslim woman addressed a political gathering in which both Hindus and 

Muslims were present. At the Congress session also, she occupied a seat next to Annie Besant and Sarojini 

Naidu. This incident was extremely significant because it symbolized the growing participation of Indian 

women in the political field. Women Branch was started in 1921 by the Central Khilafat Committee. Purpose 

behind women’s branch was to organized women’s meetings throughout the country during the Khilafat and 

Tilak  Swaraj Fund raising campaigns.  Bi Amman, Begum Muhhammad Ali and Begum Hazrat Mohani 

among others addressed these meetings.18  

They often joined forces with the Hindu women, prominent among them being Sarojini Naidu, Sarala 

Devi Chaudhurani and Besanti Devi, wife of C.R. Das of Calcutta. They addressed the meetings held 

exclusively for women during the course of which…. They exhorted women to do their duty to God and their 

country by urging their men to support non-cooperation and by imbibing their children with religious faith 

and patriotism. They also called for contributions to the cause. Women responded with small gifts of cash 

and larger gift of gold, bangles, anklets and earrings for the Khilafat and Tilak Swaraj Funds.19 

Akhtar Begum, an eminent local Shia woman, made a fervent appeal to the Muslim women to defend 

their religion by extending support to the Non-cooperation campaign at the meeting held in Delhi in May 

1920. Bi Amman continued to tour different parts of the country in support of the Khilafat cause even after 

                                                             
16   C. W. M. G., vol. 18, p. 8. 
17  Maitrayee Chaudhuri, Indian Women’s Movement: Reform and Revival, Radiant Publishers, New Delhi, 1933, p.129. 
18  Anup Taneja, op. cit., pp. 85-86. 
19   Anup Taneja, op. cit., p. 131.  
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the imprisonment of her sons again in late 1921. A resolution was passed urging women to come forward in 

large numbers at a ladies conference in Bombay which was attended by six thousand people. As President 

Congress in December 1921, she appealed to the people to unite, for, without cooperation among the 

different communities we can’t liberate our country or live peaceful and honourable lives20.  

She also spoke about the way the British had chained India in the twin fetters of slavery and eternal 

domination. The people had to choose whether to wear their chains or to work for their national and religious 

freedoms21. 

She lifted the veil of her burqa at a mass meetings in Punjab, while addressing a huge gathering and 

sought to justify this action of hers by sayings that all the people present there were just like her sons and 

daughters. There was therefore no reason to follow the Purdah custom in their presence. She further said that 

Swaraj was sure to come if women had a heart to make sacrifices for the cause.22  

She visited Patna and Bhagalpur and collected funds for campaign. Bi Amman plays an active role in 

political field. Gandhi paid a glowing tribute to her in the following world: She realized that the freedom of 

India was impossible without Hindu-Muslim unity and Khaddar. She, therefore, ardently preached unity 

which had become an article of faith with her. She had discarded all her foreign or mill made clothing and 

taken to Khaddar23. 

 

                                                             
20   Amrita Bazar Patrika, 5 January 1922. 
21   Maitrayee Chaudhuri, op. cit., p. 131. 
22   Amrita Bazar Patrika, December 12, 1922. 
23   Ibid, May 23, 1922. 

http://www.ijrti.org/

