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ABSTRACT

This article seeks to outline the various aspects of the political ideas of Bal Gangadhar Tilak and Mahatma Gandhi. It highlights

the historic significance of Bal Gangadhar Tilak and Mahatma Gandhi as pioneering leaders in India’s freedom movement. It

delineates the role of Tilak and Gandhi in igniting mass political consciousness through their ideas on Swaraj (self-rule), mass

mobilization, democracy, social reforms and assertive resistance against colonial rule.
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INTRODUCTION

Bal Gangadhar Tilak and Mahatma Gandhi were

undoubtedly one of the most important leaders of the

Indian National Movement. They enriched the discursive

landscape of our anti-colonial struggle by advocating

disctinct approach to get rid of the British rule. One

prominent scholar has rightly remarked: “Lokamanya

Tilak (1856–1920) represents the full tide of ideological

activity in the Indian Nationalist movement. Long

overshadowed by his younger contemporary, Gandhi, his

life and thought are only now, a third of a century after

his death, receiving due recognition” (Brown, 1958).

Gandhi stood for non-violent struggle against the British

rule but Tilak advocated more forceful measures against

the colonial authority. Tilak was not a principled supporter

of non-violence. Tilak emphatically declared, “Swaraj is

my birthright, and I shall have it,” making him the first

Indian leader to call for complete self-rule rather than

mere reforms under British authority (Krishnan and

Rajput, 2023:1).  The popular slogan was extensively used

even during the Gandhian phase of the Indian National

Movement (Kalambe, 2020:78). His strategy contrasted
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sharply with moderate leaders, insisting that political

emancipation was more urgent than slow-paced social

reforms, as true progress required first ending colonial

dominance.

Attempts Towards Mass Mobilization by Tilak:

Tilak believed in involving the masses, including

youth, students, and the working class, in the political

struggle, making him the forerunner of later mass

movements led by Mahatma Gandhi.  Indeed Tilak served

as a source of inspiration for the later phase of the Indian

National movement under the charismatic leadership of

Mahatma Gandhi. He was instrumental in forming the

“Lal-Bal-Pal” trio along with Lala Lajpat Rai and Bipin

Chandra Pal, championing a militant, more confrontational

approach to independence using mass mobilization and

direct action.  He harnessed the power of media by

founding newspapers like Kesari and Maratha, which

played a vital role in spreading nationalist and anti-British

sentiment.

Resistance Against Colonial Rule:

A key pillar of Tilak’s political thought was the use
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of Hindu cultural traditions, festivals, and symbols such

as Ganesh Utsav and Shivaji Jayanti to unify people

across regions and communities, foster a sense of pride,

and reinforce nationalist feelings.  He looked to orthodox

Hinduism and Maratha history for inspiration and as

unifying tools against colonial oppression.

Tilak was a passionate advocate of the Swadeshi

(use of Indian-made goods) and Boycott (rejection of

British products) movements, believing that economic

self-reliance was essential for genuine independence.  He

proposed a three-pronged program: Swadeshi, Boycott,

and National Education, which became foundational for

the nationalist struggle.

Tilak emphasized the importance of national

education rooted in Indian culture and advocated setting

up institutions that promoted India’s own languages and

knowledge systems (Krishnan and Rajput, 2023:1-5).

Although often portrayed as conservative, Tilak’s

educational reforms were designed to empower youth

and awaken national consciousness (ibid).

Contrary to the ideas of moderates, Tilak espoused

the ideals of cultural nationalism and imparted a mass

character to the Indian National Movement (Naik and

Desai, 2024:198). Tilak’s conception of Swaraj sought

full independence from the British rule.  He also

anticipated federalism and democratic institutions for

India and asserted the people’s right to oppose any

government that lost legitimacy.  While rooted in Vedanta

philosophy, Tilak advocated for the natural rights and

spiritual autonomy of all individuals, linking metaphysical

and political freedom. Tilak’s ideas laid the ideological

and practical groundwork for the broader struggle for

independence, inspiring subsequent generations of leaders

and mass political action.  He sought to synthesize political

activism with India’s cultural identity, making him a

powerful unifying force. His aggressive pursuit of the

ideals of the swadeshi and swaraj revitalized the Indian

National movement (Hazra, 2021:22-23). He believed in

utilizing the tremendous nationalist power potential of

India’s youth (ibid). He championed self-rule, mass

participation, cultural pride, assertive resistance, and

educational reform, making him a foundational figure in

India’s independence movement.

Core Political Ideas of Mahatma Gandhi:

Gandhi’s political ideas revolve around politics with

ethics, non-violence, decentralization of political power,

and social justice (Kandi, 2024). At the core of his political

philosophy is the principle of non-violence, where he

believed that true political power must be grounded in

moral authority rather than coercion. He advocated civil

disobedience and satyagraha as methods to resist injustice

and achieve political autonomy without violence. Gandhi

emphasized that the ends and means in political struggle

must be aligned, meaning that just means lead to just

ends.

Gandhi also rejected centralized state power,

advocating instead for decentralization and village-based

self-governance, which he felt guaranteed liberty and

autonomy at individual and community levels. He

championed trusteeship—a concept where wealth and

property are held in trust for the welfare of all, promoting

economic fairness through moral responsibility rather than

coercive redistribution.

Gandhian political thought intertwines ethics and

religion broadly defined as moral principles, considering

politics as a means for citizens to assert moral authority

over oppressive systems. Gandhi’s vision included simple

living and bolstering of local economies as a rejection of

industrialism and modern capitalism. He was committed

to social justice, opposing discrimination such as the caste

system, and worked for the upliftment of marginalized

groups like the Dalits (ibid). His ideal state, often referred

to as “Ram Rajya,” was based on righteousness, peace,

and welfare for all (Sarvodaya).

Gandhi justified decentralization and the concept of

village republics by grounding them in moral, political,

and economic principles. He viewed villages as the true

foundation of India and envisioned each one as a self-

governed republic where every individual participated

directly in decision-making and governance, ensuring

autonomy and self-sufficiency for all.

Necessity of Decentralization:

Gandhi regarded decentralization as a moral

imperative, not just a political preference (Parischa and

Sachdeva, 2019). He argued that real democracy and

true freedom exist only when individuals and local

communities have direct control over their destinies, rather

than being subject to distant centralized authority (ibid).

This grassroots approach promoted participatory

democracy, impartiality, and individual liberty. The village

republic thus ensured that every person experienced the

greatest freedom and had the chance to fully express

themselves.

Gandhian idea of decentralisation was inextricably
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inter-connected to his idea of economic self-sufficiency

of villages. Gandhi favoured such policies which could

bolster economic independence of villages (Sharma et

al., 2008). He believed that villages should be self-

sufficient, producing their own food, clothing, and

necessities, which would reduce dependency on

exploitative, centralized structures (ibid). This idea was

closely linked to his philosophy of Swadeshi, promoting

local industry and craftsmanship. By emphasizing local

production and eco-friendly agriculture, Gandhi saw

economic autonomy as the solution to poverty and

unemployment in rural India.

Gandhi warned that centralization leads to

exploitation and the alienation of the masses. He argued

that the consolidation of political or economic power

undermines participatory democracy, and only a system

built on decentralized village units could empower people

and strengthen the foundations of true democracy. He

viewed Gram Swaraj (village self-rule) as essential for

ensuring liberty and independence while organically

connecting villages to the broader society without

hierarchical domination.

Gandhian view on Panchayati Raj Institutions:

Gandhi emphasized that village republics would

promote social justice and uplift marginalized communities

(Kandi, 2024). By distributing authority locally, he believed

social and economic disparities could be addressed more

effectively. The Panchayati Raj system, inspired by

Gandhi, institutionalized local self-government in India

ensuring the welfare of rural citizens.

Gandhi’s justification for decentralization and village

republics was rooted in his faith in direct democracy and

moral accountability at the local level (Sharma et al.,

2008). He favoured economic self-sufficiency of villages.

He was avowedly opposed to centralization as he believed

that centralization threatened liberty and social harmony.

The Panchayati Raj institutions have applied Gandhi’s

ideas by creating self-governing local bodies, empowering

villagers, and fostering grassroots democracy. The system

was incorporated into the Indian Constitution through the

73rd Constitutional Amendment, establishing a three-tier

structure that directly reflects Gandhi’s concept of Gram

Swaraj—where villages act as republics with autonomy

and active public participation.

Panchayati Raj institutions emphasize decentralized

governance, transferring authority and responsibility to

the village level. This empowers villagers to make

decisions on local development, resource management,

and welfare programs, embracing Gandhi’s belief that

democracy should begin from the ground up and every

citizen should have a direct role in governance.  Gandhi’s

focus on self-reliance and local resource utilization is

married with Panchayati Raj’s initiatives to foster rural

industries, agricultural growth, and communal harmony.

Gram Sabhas (village assemblies) encourage inclusive

participation, transparency, and collective decision-

making—critical aspects of Gandhi’s ideal of participatory

democracy and equitable development.

The spread of Panchayati Raj has democratized

traditional village leadership, enabling marginalized groups,

women, and the lower castes to become active political

participants. This shift supports Gandhi’s vision of

upliftment, equality, and social justice, gradually replacing

aristocratic leadership with democratic representatives

chosen by the community. Overall, Panchayati Raj

institutions embody Gandhi’s ideas by institutionalizing

rural self-governance, fostering direct democracy, and

ensuring local autonomy, leading to transformation in

political, economic, and social spheres of Indian village

life.

A Comparative Assessment of the Political Ideas

of Bal Gangadhar Tilak and Mahatma Gandhi:

Tilak and Gandhi have been the two leading figures

of the Indian National Movement. A comparative

assessment of their political ideas reveals both

convergences and sharp contrasts in their philosophical

foundations, methods of resistance, and visions for India’s

future. While both were towering figures in India’s

struggle for independence, their ideologies were shaped

by differing historical contexts, priorities, and strategies

for national liberation.

Tilak was a forerunner of the assertive phase of the

freedom movement, advocating direct challenge to

colonial rule and helping lay the ideological groundwork

for later leaders (Hazra, 2021). Gandhi was influenced

by both Indian and Western traditions and he is credited

with infusion of spiritual and ethical dimensions into India’s

politics. He made morality and non-violence as

cornerstones of his philosophy.

Bal Gangadhar Tilak saw Swaraj as complete and

immediate political independence from British rule, a

birthright of Indians to govern themselves. But Mahatma

Gandhi’s concept of Swaraj was broader, including not

only political self-rule but also moral, social, economic,
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and spiritual self-governance and self-discipline at the

individual level. Tilak advocated a more assertive and

militant approach, encouraging direct resistance and mass

mobilization, including boycott of British goods and

institutions. He saw Swaraj as the result of active struggle

and possibly revolutionary means.

Gandhi emphasized non-violent resistance (Ahimsa)

and civil disobedience (Satyagraha) to achieve Swaraj.

He wanted to achieve Swaraj through moral persuasion,

self-purification, and voluntary cooperation. Tilak’s Swaraj

focused on political freedom and regaining of Indian

control over its own affairs, coupled with preservation of

Indian culture, education, and self-reliance.

Gandhi’s Swaraj was a holistic vision embracing

personal moral strength, economic self-sufficiency through

village industries, eradication of social evils like

untouchability and poverty, and spiritual freedom, aiming

for an ethical and equitable society.

Both supported economic self-reliance, but Gandhi

particularly emphasized cottage industries, sustainable

village ecosystems, and promoting indigenous resources

to empower the toiling masses. Tilak put less emphasis

on social reform, focusing more on political nationalism.

Gandhi incorporated social reforms, including the

upliftment of marginalized communities and empowering

women into his scheme of national well-being.

Comparing Distinct Visions of Swaraj in Tilak and

Gandhi:

While both leaders shared the goal of Swaraj, Tilak

viewed it primarily as immediate political freedom

obtained through assertive action, whereas Gandhi’s

Swaraj was an integrated philosophy of self-rule

encompassing political independence, individual moral

growth, social justice, and economic self-reliance

accomplished through non-violent means.

Tilak articulated Swaraj as complete political

independence and an inherent national right (Brown,

1958). He stressed immediate self-governance as

essential, famously declaring, “Swaraj is my birthright”.

Gandhi expanded Swaraj to encompass moral, economic,

and social self-discipline. For Gandhi, true freedom began

with personal transformation and ethical self-restraint,

leading to collective liberation.

Tilak’s approach for anti-colonial resistance largely

remained within the legal framework, promoting mostly

passive resistance like boycott and swadeshi without strict

emphasis on non-violence. Tilak was a member of the

Legislative Council using constitutional means alongside

agitation.

Gandhi openly stepped outside colonial legal bounds

with civil disobedience and non-cooperation, emphasizing

strict non-violence (Ahimsa) and moral persuasion as the

core of his Satyagraha.

Tilak did not preach violence but was not an absolute

advocate of non-violence; his approach allowed for

assertive and sometimes militant postures to challenge

British authority. Gandhi was a staunch believer in non-

violence as the only means to achieve true freedom and

moral transformation. Tilak was an extremist nationalist

who believed in militant opposition and mass mobilization

through assertive actions like boycotts and national

education as tools for political independence. Gandhi was

more of a moderate in his ideological framework, focusing

on gradual social transformation, self-discipline, and

economic self-reliance alongside political freedom.

Tilak engaged with colonial institutions like the

Legislative Council to push nationalistic agendas. Gandhi

rejected participation in British institutions, promoting non-

cooperation and complete disengagement from the

colonial framework. Tilak prioritized political

independence and national pride, with less focus on social

reform or individual moral reform. Gandhi integrated

social reforms, upliftment of marginalized groups, and

individual moral self-discipline as foundational pillars of

his political method (Kandi, 2024).

Gandhi’s political methods were influenced by his

experiences in South Africa, bringing a well-grounded

philosophy of non-violent civil resistance. Tilak’s political

ideology lacked such groundwork and was more rooted

in traditional Indian nationalism and assertive activism.

Tilak used assertive nationalist measures and worked

within some colonial structures but endorsed a militant

spirit without strict non-violence, while Gandhi’s political

method was distinguished by his philosophy of non-violent

civil disobedience, social reform, and moral regeneration

as the path to Swaraj and independence.

Tilak endorsed assertive nationalism and passive

resistance, willing to consider revolutionary activities and

mass mobilization to challenge British authority. His

philosophy supported use of boycott and Swadeshi to

economically weaken colonial rule. Gandhi grounded

political action in non-violence (Ahimsa) and truth (Satya).

The method of Gandhian Satyagraha, involving non-

cooperation and civil disobedience, aimed to morally

persuade adversaries, not merely defeat them. Tilak
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emphasized national self-confidence and unity, but

focused primarily on political independence. He promoted

reforms like Swadeshi but was less concerned with

underlying social transformation. Gandhi advocated

comprehensive social renewal, including the upliftment

of marginalized groups, village self-reliance, and

decentralization of power (ibid). For Gandhi, the ideal

society is stateless, decentralized, and built on voluntary

cooperation and moral responsibility.

Role of Religion and Ethics in Politics:

Bal Gangadhar Tilak believed that religion held a

powerful emotional appeal and could be harnessed to

mobilize the masses for political purposes, especially in

the context of India’s struggle for independence (Naik

and Desai, 2024). While he generally accepted the

desirability of keeping religion and politics separate, he

argued that under the unique circumstances of colonial

India, religious appeal was necessary to galvanize popular

support for the national movement. For Tilak, the pursuit

of Swaraj (self-rule) was not just a political necessity but

also a religious and moral duty. He had declared Swaraj

to be a ‘natural right’ and even a ‘religious necessity’ for

the fulfillment of one’s duties and moral obligations.

Tilak utilized Hindu religious festivals, such as

Ganapati Puja, as platforms for political congregation and

to build self-respect and courage among the masses.

However, his invocation of religious and cultural symbols

was not intended as religious exclusivity; rather, it was a

pragmatic strategy to foster national consciousness and

unity. His interpretations of Vedantic philosophy and texts

like the Bhagavad Gita provided a metaphysical basis

for the political demand for freedom, framing it as an

inherent, divine attribute of every individual and

community.

Despite criticisms and perceptions of communal

bias, especially regarding his emphasis on Hindu symbols,

Tilak insisted that religion should not be the basis for

political division and repeatedly advocated for Hindu-

Muslim unity within the broader nationalist movement.

He argued that the ultimate foundation of political activity

should be secular and inclusive, emphasizing the

importance of judging individuals by merit rather than by

religious or caste identity. Thus, Tilak’s approach

combined the emotional mobilization potential of religion

with a fundamentally pragmatic and inclusive vision for

Indian politics.

Mahatma Gandhi firmly believed that religion and

politics are fundamentally interconnected, and he argued

that a separation between the two leads to a loss of

morality and ethical direction in public life. For Gandhi,

religion did not mean adherence to any particular sect or

creed but represented universal principles of truth,

tolerance, and nonviolence that transcend all traditions

(Hazama, 2017).

Gandhi maintained that his political activities were

deeply rooted in his religious convictions, specifically his

devotion to truth and nonviolence. He saw politics as an

avenue for service, fundamentally linked to the moral

and spiritual purification of individuals and society.

Importantly, Gandhi did not endorse a theocratic approach

to statecraft; instead, he advocated for an inclusive

approach where the ethical and spiritual values found in

all religions should influence governance and public life.

Gandhi believed that religion instilled morality,

compassion, and a spirit of service into politics. He

asserted that political leaders must adhere to universal

religious principles—especially truth and nonviolence—

to foster genuine public welfare and protect democratic

values. In Gandhi’s view, politics without religion becomes

a tool for selfishness, corruption, and instability, while a

spiritually informed polity strives for justice, human dignity,

and the unity of the nation.

Gandhi’s engagement with religious leaders from

various faiths and his support for interfaith practices

reflected his conviction that genuine religion promotes

peace, harmony, and social transformation. He did not

seek conversions but encouraged every individual to

become better within their own tradition, emphasizing

mutual respect, amity, tolerance and coexistence. For

Gandhi, the role of religion in politics was to uplift

individuals and communities toward ethical ideals and

social justice.

Conclusion:

Tilak and Gandhi stood out as two leading lights of

the Indian National Movement. Their political ideas were

different and distinct from each other in many respect

but both of them had the interest of the country as their

prime goal. Gandhi’s philosophy held that politics must

be guided by religion in its broadest, morally and spiritually

inclusive sense, rooted in truth, tolerance, and service to

humanity—not dogma or sectarian interests. His legacy

emphasizes that separating ethics from governance

undermines the welfare of society, while integrating

universal religious values creates a foundation for peace
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and justice.

Tilak rooted his political thought in Hinduism, but

was not exclusionary or aligned with sectarian Hindutva.

His nationalism was fundamentally anti-colonial and civic.

Gandhi saw politics as an extension of morality and

spirituality, aiming for the spiritualization of politics rather

than politicization of religion. He attempted to harmonize

diverse communities and foregrounded social unity as

central to his vision.

Tilak favoured democratization and broader

participation in political processes, though his priority

remained focused on ending colonial rule. Gandhi

pioneered the idea of stateless democracy through

decentralized village self-government. Gandhi was of the

view that parliamentary democracy was imperfect and

advocated for a bottom-up approach rooted in direct

community participation.

The comparative assessment highlights Tilak as a

passionate advocate for immediate political independence

through assertive and mass-based methods.

Contrastingly, Gandhi reshaped nationalism by integrating

non-violence, moral discipline, and social reform as

essential prerequisites for true Swaraj. Both contributed

profoundly to India’s path to independence, but their

legacies reflect fundamentally different understandings

of politics, resistance, and freedom.
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