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ABSTRACT 

 Social movements have played a vital role in Indian politics since well before the inception 

of India as a new nation in 1947. During the Nehruvian era, from Independence to Nehru's 

death in 1964, poverty alleviation was a foundational standard against which policy proposals 

and political claims were measured; at this time, movement activism was directly accountable 

to this state discourse.  Thus, this paper attempted to reinvent the significance of political 

sociology in two-ways: a) it critically engaging with the classical tradition of political 

sociology; b) critical scrutiny of the major trends appeared in the sub-field of social 

movements within the disciplinary domain of sociology in India since the 1980s has been 

undertaken. Given this, the paper recognizes the theoretical urge for a new framework to 

understand social movements in reference to the specificities of the non-Western societies 

like India, and thereby proposes an approach termed as the postcolonial political sociology 

of social movements. However, the role of social movements in India has shifted during the 

last several decades to accompany a changed political focus—from state to market and from 

reigning ideologies of secularism to credos of religious nationalism. In the first volume to 

focus on poverty and class in its analysis of social movements, a group of leading India 

scholars shows how social movements have had to change because poverty reduction no 

longer serves its earlier role as a political template. Nonetheless, particular sectors of social 

movement politics remain the holding vessels for India's egalitarian conscience. With 

distinctive chapters on gender, lower castes, environment, the Hindu Right, Kerala, labour, 

farmers, and biotechnology, ‘Social Movements in India’ will be attractive to students and 

researchers in many different disciplines. 
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Introduction 

The emergence of diverse social movements from the 1960s, particularly in the context of 

Europe and America, greatly influenced in shaping the dominant theories of social 

movements. Since then, particularly during the last four decades, Indian society witnessed the 

emergence of a plethora of social movements in various domains of life and raised diverse 

socio- political, economic, and cultural issues. A social movement is a mass movement and 

a collective attempts of people to bring about a change or to resist any change. The concept 

central to any social movement is that people intervene in the process of social change, rather 

than remaining mere spectators or passive participants in the flow of life. There must be a 

leader to lead and execute the plan and sustain the movement. It is a collective effort 

comprises of five key factors like compromise a collective of separate units, committed to a 

cause and can influence, can bring about change, perception /beliefs that can bring about 

change, create an opposition. 

The issues of these movements range from access to livelihood, rising prices, corruption, state 

atrocities, women’s rights, rights of the excluded (SCs and STs), right to information, land 

grabbing, environmental protection, to increasing commodification and monopolization of 

natural resources such as water, land, and forest. The question of livelihood has always been 

central in social movements in India; but along with this, new movements are raising the 

question of rights and democratic justice as well as questioning the sustainability of on-going 

post-colonial developmental projects and their beneficiaries. These movements are also not 

just identity politics which is popularly called as New Social Movements (NSM) as against 

Resource Mobilization Theory(RMT). The participants of these movements are 

landless peasants, marginal farmers, unorganized labour in rural and urban areas, 

Adivasi’s(scheduled tribes), Dalit’s (scheduled castes), displaced people, urban poor, small 

entrepreneurs, unemployed youth, and women’s groups. Most of them have been active in 

different parts of India for almost three decades working on disparate local issues, albeit all 

concerning struggles of the economically marginalized and socially excluded poorer 

populations. 

Meaning of social movement 

A social movement is a mass movement and a concerted effort by people to promote change 

or to fight change. The central principle of all social movements is that people participate not 

only as observers or passive participants in the ebb and flow of life but in the process of social 

change. By changing the direction of history people seek to become constructive players. 

They initiate or become part of collective action in order to achieve their goal of making a 

difference to the world they live in. Individuals behave in a collective enterprise knowingly 

with a sense of responsibility. Nevertheless, social movements vary from trends or structural 

movements. Highly organized, permanent and predominantly industrial organizations are 

movements. Spontaneous social movements do not have to be limited to problems. 

Definition of social movement 

1)  According to Herbert Blumer, Social movements can be viewed as collective enterprises 

to establish a new order of life. They have their inception in the condition of unrest, and derive 

their motive power on one hand from dissatisfaction with the current form of life, and on the 

other hand, from wishes and hopes for a new scheme or system of living.  
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2)  According to Sidney Tarrow, Rather than seeing social movements as expressions of 

extremism, violence, and deprivation, they are better defined as collective challenges, based 

on common purposes and special solidarities, in sustained interaction with elites, opponents, 

and authorities. 

Important social movements took place in India: 

 

a) Swadeshi movement 1905 

 

The Swadeshi movement was a self-sufficiency movement that was part of the Indian 

independence movement and contributed to the development of Indian nationalism. Mahatma 

Gandhi described it as the soul of swaraj (self-rule). The movement took its vast size and 

shape after rich Indians donated money and land dedicated to Khadi and Gramodyog societies 

which started cloth production in every household. It also included other village industries so 

as to make village self-sufficient and self-reliant. The Indian National Congress used this 

movement as arsenal for its freedom struggle and ultimately on 15 August 1947, a hand-spun 

Khadi 'tricolour ashok chakra' Indian flag was unfurled at 'Princess Park' near India Gate, 

New Delhi by Pandit Nehru. Swadeshi is a conjunction (sandhi) of two Sanskrit words: swa 

("self" or "own") and desh ("country"). Swadeshi is an adjective that means "of one's own 

country". 

The revolution that started in India’s struggle for liberty centred on throwing the British 

Empire out of control by becoming self-sufficient Swadesh. There were many Indians joining 

the campaign and boycotting foreign products. Both their imported clothes have been burned, 

British items boycotted and domestic goods are regenerated. This motivated people to speak 

against their authority and the courage to share their opinions. 

b) Satyagraha: 

Satyagraha (Sanskrit: सत्याग्रह; Satya: "truth", āgraha: "insistence" or holding firmly to"), 

or "holding firmly to truth”, or "truth force", is a particular form of nonviolent resistance 

or civil resistance. Someone who practises satyagraha is a satyagrahi.  The term 

satyagraha was coined and developed by Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948), who practised 

satyagraha in the Indian independence movement and  also during his earlier struggles in 

South Africa for Indian rights. Satyagraha theory influenced Martin Luther King Jr.'s and 

James Bevel's campaigns during the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, as well 

as Nelson Mandela's struggle against apartheid in South Africa and many other social 

justice and similar movements. 

   Gandhi envisioned satyagraha as not only a tactic to be used in acute political          struggle, 

but as a universal solvent for injustice and harm.  
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He founded the Sabarmati Ashram to teach satyagraha. He asked satyagrahis to follow the 

following principles (Yamas described in Yoga Sutra):  

1. Nonviolence (ahimsa) 

2. Truth – this includes honesty, but goes beyond it to mean living fully in accord with 

and in devotion to that which is true 

3. Not stealing 

4. Non-possession (not the same as poverty) 

5. Body-labour or bread-labour 

6. Control of desires (gluttony) 

7. Fearlessness 

8. Equal respect for all religions 

9. Economic strategy such as boycott of imported goods (swadeshi) 

On another occasion, he listed these rules as "essential for every Satyagrahi in India":  

1. Must have a living faith in God 

2. Must be leading a chaste life, and be willing to die or lose all his possessions 

3. Must be a habitual khadi weaver and spinner 

4. Must abstain from alcohol and other intoxicants 

The Champaran Satyagraha of 1917 was the first Satyagraha movement led by Gandhi in 

India and is considered a historically important revolt in the Indian Independence Movement. 

It was a farmer's uprising that took place in Champaran district of Bihar, India, during the 

British colonial period. 

 

c) Chipko Movement: 

The Chipko movement and the Chipko Andolan, on the basis of the Gandhian ideals, saw 

people fighting against deforestation by embracing trees to avoid their cutting. The agitation 

started at the beginning of the 70s, led by Chandni Prasad Bhatt and Sunderlal Bahuguna, as 

a group of women contended against the tree-slicing. Their acts are spread like wildfire and 

the green movement has been joined by hundreds of thousands of people in India. 

     

d) Narmada bachao andolan 1985: 

 

A large number of Adivasi’s, villages, environmental activists and human rights 

activists came together in this rally, to share their views of a great number of dams in 

comparison along the Narmada River. The movement included popular people and 

began hunger strikes to demonstrate support for this cause. The decision is pending, but 

the court originally ruled that the decision was in favour of Andolan and thus made an 

immediate halt to the work on the dam and ordered the States concerned to first 

complete the process of reconstruction and replacement. The court then allowed the 

building to continue. 
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e) Jan lokpal Bill-Anti Corruption Movement by Anna Hazare, 2011: 

 

   The entire nation came together and stayed by him when anti-corruption               activist 

Anna Hazare launched a hunger strike in New Delhi, Jantar Mantar, on 5 April 2011. The 

Movement resulted in the resignation from the group of   ministers responsible for reviewing 

the draft Jan Lokpal Province of Minister of Agriculture Sharad Pawar. The program brings 

together many people and in many decades it has been a one-of-a-kind event. It was also one 

of these extraordinary incidents that showed what is possible when the biggest democracy in 

the world wakes up and takes power. 

 

f) JNU protest 2016: 

 

In demonstrations against the 2013 killing by Afzal Guru, a Kashmiri-secretary suspected 

of involvement in an assault on parliament 16 years ago, Jawaharlal Nehru University 

(JNU) erupted on 9 February 2016. Many members of human rights thought they were 

faulty. There were fights between various groups of students during the demonstration. 

Four days after the incident, the Delhi Police arrested and booked for sedition JNU Union 

President Kahhiya Kumar. Two more students were later arrested, including Umar Khalid. 

Inquiry and action were taken at 21 students by the JNU authorities. They ranged from 

housekeeping to fines. The students went on an indefinite strike in retaliation. University 

acts were terminated by the Delhi High Court provided that students terminate the protest. 

 

g) Pro- Jallikattu Protests, Tamil Nadu 2017: 

 

The Supreme Court, after years of allegations of animal cruelty by PETA, banned the 

traditional bull-taming sport Jallikattu. The citizens of Tamil Nadu were not required to 

recognize the prohibition. Sport is the core of their cultural identity, the protesters said. As 

the police attempted to evict demonstrators, the demonstration turned violent. About 2.00,000 

people came out to demonstrate unity on the street near Chennai’s Marina Beach. 

Jallikattu was legalized on January 23 by the Tamil Nadu government and passed a bill to 

amend the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act, 1960. 

 

h) CAA, NRC Protest, 2019: 

The NRC is a registry of all Indian citizens required by 2003 amending of the Citizenship 

Act, of 1955 to be created. This seeks to register all legal residents of India in order to 

recognize and expel illegal migrants. This was introduced in 2013–2014 for the State of 

Assam. It will be introduced by the Government of India for the rest of the country in 

2021.The protests against the Indian Citizenship Act (Amendment) that was passed on 

December 12, 2019, in the CAA and NRC in India and the national implementation of NRC 

are a series of protests. Protesters from all regions are worried that the forthcoming 
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compilation of the Citizens’ National Register could be used to bar Muslims from Indian 

citizenship. As of 12 January 2020, demonstrators continued to protest on the streets and 

several people wrote pictures condemning the act and the government. 

 

Conclusion: 

Social movements contribute to the emergence of a radically new social, economic and 

political structure. The majority of social movements strive to create new ideas which are 

expected to be adopted and implemented by the leaders of the party. Social movements are 

clearly not an individual action, but collective action. Across India, the post-independence 

movements of women, students, SCs, STs and peasants had a particular significance as they 

were deprived in the British Period of some fundamental rights and remained largely non-

beneficiary of development gains. We had some hope for the upliftment of the Indian 

Constitution and subsequent legislative initiatives. Now they are motivated to suit the affluent 

sectors of Indian society.  
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