Indian Independence
A Movement toward Independence
The British had ruled India for almost two centuries. Indian resistance to Britain, which had existed from the beginning, intensified in
1939, when Britain committed India’s armed forces to World War II without first consulting the colony’s elected representatives. The
move left Indian nationalists stunned and humiliated.
In 1942, the Indian Congress Party and nationalists opposed the war efforts and leaders were jailed. That year, they launched a “Quit
India” campaign. Their goal was to drive the British out of India and achieve independence. That same year, the British tried to gain the
support of the nationalists by promising governmental changes after the war. But the offer did not include Indian independence.
In 1920, Mohandas Gandhi launched the first nonviolent campaign for Indian independence. As a result, he was
given title “Mahatma” which means “Great Soul.” Gandhi had a “holy man” image that attracted the masses to
support the cause.
As they intensified their struggle against the British, Indians also struggled with each other. India has long been
home to two main religious groups. In the 1940s, India had approximately 350 million Hindus and about 100
million Muslims. The Indian National Congress, or the Congress Party, was India’s national political party. Most
members of the Congress Party were Hindus, but the party at times had many Muslim members.
In competition with the Congress Party was the Muslim League, an organization founded in 1906 in India to
protect Muslim interests. Members of the league felt that the mainly Hindu Congress Party looked out primarily for
Hindu interests. The leader of the Muslim League, Muhammad Ali Jinnah (mu•HAM•ihd ah•LEE JINH•uh),
insisted that all Muslims resign from the Congress Party. The Muslim League stated that it would never accept Indian independence if it
meant rule by the Hindu-dominated Congress Party. Jinnah stated, “The only thing the Muslim has in common with the Hindu is his
slavery to the British.”
Freedom Brings Turmoil
When World War II ended, Britain found itself faced with enormous war debts. As a result, British leaders began to rethink the expense
of maintaining and governing distant colonies. With India continuing to push for independence, the stage was set for the British to hand
over power. However, a key problem emerged: Who should receive the power—Hindus or Muslims?
Partition and Bloodshed
Muslims resisted attempts to include them in an Indian government dominated by Hindus. Rioting between the two groups broke out in
several Indian cities. In August 1946, four days of clashes in Calcutta left more than 5,000 people dead and more than 15,000 hurt.
British officials soon became convinced that partition, an idea first proposed by the
Muslim League in 1940—“Two Nation Theory,” would be the only way to ensure a
safe and secure region. Partition was the term given to the division of India into
separate Hindu and Muslim nations. The northwest and eastern regions of India,
where most Muslims lived, would become the new nation of Pakistan. (Pakistan
comprised two separate states in 1947: West Pakistan and East Pakistan.) The
idea of separating the Indian people broke Gandhi’s heart. This was not what he
had fought so long and hard for.
The British House of Commons passed an act on July 16, 1947, that granted two
nations, India and Pakistan, independence in one month’s time. In that short
period, more than 500 independent native princes had to decide which nation they
would join. The administration of the courts, the military, the railways, and the
police—the whole of the civil service—had to be divided down to the last paper
clip. Most difficult of all, millions of Indian citizens—Hindus, Muslims, and yet
another significant religious group, the Sikhs—had to decide where to go.
During the summer of 1947, 10 million people were on the move in the Indian subcontinent. As people scrambled to relocate, violence
among the different religious groups erupted.
Muslims killed Sikhs who were moving into India. Hindus and Sikhs killed Muslims who were headed into Pakistan.
In all, an estimated 1 million died. “What is there to celebrate?” Gandhi mourned. “I see nothing but rivers of blood.” Gandhi personally
went to the Indian capital of Delhi to plead for fair treatment of Muslim refugees. While there, he himself became a victim of the nation’s
violence. A Hindu extremist who thought Gandhi too protective of Muslims shot and killed him on January 30, 1948.
The Battle for Kashmir
As if partition itself didn’t result in enough bloodshed between India’s Muslims and Hindus, the two groups quickly squared off over the
small region of Kashmir. Kashmir lay at the northern point of India next to Pakistan. Although its ruler was Hindu, Kashmir had a
majority Muslim population. Shortly after independence, India and Pakistan began battling each other for control of the region. The
fighting continued until the United Nations arranged a cease-fire in 1949. The cease-fire left a third of Kashmir under Pakistani control
and the rest under Indian control. The two countries continue to fight over the region today.

Modern India
With the granting of its independence on August 15, 1947, India became the world’s largest democracy. Nehru served as India’s leader
for its first 17 years of independence. He had been one of Gandhi’s most devoted followers. Educated in Britain, Nehru won popularity
among all groups in India. He emphasized democracy, unity, and economic modernization.
Nehru used his leadership to move India forward. He led other newly independent nations of the world in forming an alliance of
countries that were neutral in the Cold War conflicts between the United States and the Soviet Union. On the home front, Nehru called
for a reorganization of the states by language. He also pushed for industrialization and sponsored social reforms. He tried to elevate
the status of the lower castes, or those at the bottom of society, and help women gain the rights promised by the constitution.
Twenty-First Century Challenges
Even more troubling are India’s tense relations with its neighbor Pakistan, and the fact that both have become nuclear powers. In 1974,
India exploded a “peaceful” nuclear device. For the next 24 years, the nation quietly worked on building up its nuclear capability. In
1998, the Pakistanis demonstrated that it, too, had nuclear weapons.
The presence of these weapons in the hands of such bitter enemies and neighbors has become a matter of great international concern,
especially in light of their continuing struggle over Kashmir. In 2002, the two nations came close to war over Kashmir. However, in 2003
a peace process began to ease tension.
Pakistan Copes with Freedom
The history of Pakistan since independence has been no less turbulent than that of India. Pakistan actually began as two separate and
divided states, East Pakistan and West Pakistan. East Pakistan lay to the east of India, West Pakistan to the northwest. These regions
were separated by more than 1,000 miles of Indian territory. In culture, language, history, geography, economics, and ethnic
background, the two regions were very different. Only the Islamic religion united them.
Civil War
From the beginning, the two regions of Pakistan experienced strained relations. While East Pakistan had the larger population, it was
often ignored by West Pakistan, home to the central government. In 1970, a giant cyclone and tidal wave struck East Pakistan and
killed an estimated 266,000 residents. While international aid poured into Pakistan, the government in West Pakistan did not quickly
transfer that aid to East Pakistan. Demonstrations broke out in East Pakistan, and protesters called for an end to all ties with West
Pakistan.
On March 26, 1971, East Pakistan declared itself an independent nation called Bangladesh. A civil war followed between Bangladesh
and Pakistan. Eventually, Indian forces stepped in and sided with Bangladesh. Pakistan forces surrendered.
More than 1 million people died in the war. Pakistan lost about one-seventh of its area and about one-half of its population to
Bangladesh.
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