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Abstract 

 

Tilak was a prominent leader of the militant nationalist thought in Indian Freedom Struggle. The agenda for 

future nationalist conceptions of colonial rule within the Indian National Congress was set by him. It was a 

departure in the national movement by adopting more radical ways of agitation than those followed by the earlier 

moderates. He introduced new ways of political agitation, involved popular symbols for mobilization and tried to 

broaden the base of the freedom movement. 
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Introduction 
  

Lokmanya Bal Gangadhar Tilak;s great thoughts were the foundational element behind his dedication to 

humanity and participation in the nationalist movement. He was born in Ratnagiri, Maharastra, into the Chitpavan 

Brahmin family. Tilak belongs to the Brahmin Marathi family, but he actively participated in public affairs and 

activities. To enhance the quality of education for India’s youth he organized the Deccan Education Society, and 

he started educating young Indians about nationalist ideas by taking an emphasis on Indian culture. With this the 

journey of mass movement of Tilak started.  

  

Tilak was a prominent leader of the militant nationalist thought in Indian Freedom Struggle. The agenda for 

future nationalist conceptions of colonial rule within the Indian National Congress was set by him. It was a 

departure in the national movement by adopting more radical ways of agitation than those followed by the earlier 

moderates. He introduced new ways of political agitation, involved popular symbols for mobilization and tried to 

broaden the base of the freedom movement. He was successfully in contributing towards revival of religion and 

culture during the Indian national movement. In this study effort is made to provide insight into Tilak’s 

personality and factors responsible for his social contribution. Along with this, the study also reflects on 

projecting Tilak as a social reformer. 

  

This research paper is prepared relying on available secondary sources. Main source of information from books, 

journals and news articles on Tilak and his contribution towards the ideologies on Nationalism and Swaraj. 

  

Objectives of the study 

 

 To understand Tilak’s concept of extremist nationalism 

 To understand the difference between his nationalism and the  soft nationalism 

 To know the impact of culture and religion in his advocacy of nationalism 

 To understand the circumstances, which influenced Tilak to demand swaraj as an immediate agenda 
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TILAK AS AN EXTREMIST NATIONALIST 

  
Tilak was known for his extremist but nationalist thinking, which was quite different from that of moderates. 

However, he had his own reasons for the adoption of this ideology. Tilak rejected the efficacy of the 

constitutional method in the colonial Indian context. His argument in this regard was three pronged. Firstly, he 

felt that constitutional methods had meaning only under a constitutional government. We had no constitution. 

An imperial bureaucracy was ruling India. What we had under the British Rule was only a Penal Code and not a 

constitution. Hence, there was no question of our adopting constitutional methods. Secondly, his argument was 

that as the British would never concede anything that went against their interest, we needed to bring pressure on 

the alien bureaucracy in support of our demand. This could be done by involving people in the national 

movement. For this, they must be taken into confidence. Constitutional methods would not serve the purpose. 

Thirdly, one of the ways of arousing the people emotionally was to base one's demands on the theory of 'natural 

rights.' The constitutional methods, on the other hand, appealed to the theory of legal rights under the 

constitution. Tilak felt that this was an ineffective and weak stand, incapable of arousing popular enthusiasm. 

The liberals pleaded on the basis of British promises and on our rights as British nationals. On the contrary, 

Tilak demanded 'Swaraj' as a 'natural right' and not on the basis of British assurances. 

  
Tilak's view on religion as a tool for nationalism also had its own reasons. He, no doubt, accepted the 

desirability of keeping politics separate from religion in general, but not in all circumstances. Religion always 

had a powerful emotional appeal and Tilak felt that this powerful appeal could and should be utilized in the 

service of politics, particularly under the circumstances prevailing in lndia in those days. To Tilak, the ultimate 

goal of the national movement was Swaraj. In order to involve people in the movement, he interpreted the goal 

of Swaraj in religious terms and insisted that Swaraj is our religious necessity. The religion and the philosophy 

of Vedanta emphasise equal spiritual status and destiny of each individual. This is against bondage of any kind 

and Swaraj is therefore, not only a political but natural and spiritual necessity Tilak held that Swaraj was a moral 

and religious necessity for every man and group. For his moral fulfillment and for the performance of religious 

duties, man needs to be free. Without political freedom higher freedom is impossible. Thus Swaraj is our 

Dharma. To endeavour to attain it is our Karma- Yoga. Practically, on the mass level Tilak utilized religious 

festivals to arouse mass enthusiasm and to build courage and self-respect among them. 

  

The philosophy of extremism also included a definite programme of action. This programme was           directed 

towards arousing mass enthusiasm and ensuring people's involvement in the national movement. The task of the 

extremist leaders was fourfold-educating the people, creating in them self-respect and pride in their own ancient 

heritage, uniting them and lastly preparing them for the struggle to regain their lost freedom or Swaraj. 

  
Tilak as a political leader has been the subject of controversy and misunderstandings. He is generally regarded as 

an inveterate trouble maker, an apologist of social reaction, an apostle of orthodoxy and a communalist who 

provoked Hindu-Muslim tensions. The truth however was otherwise. He was not opposed to social reforms as 

such. On the contrary, he believed in the inevitability of reforms in society with the progress and enlightenment 

of human consciousness. What he opposed was the haphazard, thoughtless and abrupt changes advocated by the 

westernised reformers. 

  
The bitter and prolonged controversy between Tilak and his associates on the one hand, and the elderly liberal 

leadership of the Indian National Congress on the other, ultimately wrecked the organization and led to a split in 

1907. This sometimes made him a controversial person, who would wreck institutions. The truth, however, was 

that Tilak was an ardent nationalist and would not allow anything to divert himfrom the final goal of Swaraj. He 

was not to be silenced by the age or prestige of his opponents. Nothing short of a convincing argument could 

silence him. As he could see no justification in continuing the liberal tactics, he fought against them and saw to it 

that the Congress adopted the right methods. 
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There is also a widespread misunderstanding based on a rather wide perception of Tilak being a communalist 

and provoking Hindu-Muslim tensions. The truth however is that, though he protected Hindus during the Hindu-

Muslim riots, he unfailingly adviced them to maintain peace. The help he rendered to the Hindus was for the 

purpose of the protection of their lives and property in the event of organised attacks. The British rulers created 

cleavages between the two communities and provoked the Muslims against the Hindus. Tilak wanted to resist 

British  designs. Attacking the Muslims just because they were Muslims was never his plan or intention. After 

1907, Tilak had matured as a leader with a wider vision. Thereafter, he showed greater appreciation of the multi-

religious character of Indian society and the significance of communal harmony in nation building. It was his 

ingenuity and tenacious efforts that brought about Hindu- Muslim accord through the Lucknow Pact of 1917. 

  

  

 TILAK'S IDEAS ON RELIGION AND POLITICS 

  
Tilak's ideas and thinking were broadly influenced from his upbringing in a Hindu Brahmin family and his deep 

association with Sanskrit and Hindu scriptures. He was deeply versed in ancient Sanskrit philosophy and his 

political thought represents a synthesis of the some of the dominant conceptions of Indian thought and the 

nationalistic and democratic ideas of the modern west . The dominant metaphysical assumptions of Tilak also 

influenced his political ideas. He was a Vedantist. The metaphysics of non-dualism of the Vedanta, implied, 

according to him, the political conception of natural rights. Because the spirit is the supreme reality and because 

all men participate in that absolute essence, hence all have the same autonomous spiritual potentiality. Hence 

Advaitism taught him the supremacy of the concept of freedom. "Freedom was the soul of the Home Rule 

Movement. The divine instinct of freedom never aged , freedom is the very life of the individual soul which 

Vedanta declares to be not separate from God but identical with him. This freedom was a principle that could 

never perish . Thus, freedom, according to Tilak was a divine attribute. with the autonomous power of 

creativism. Without freedom no moral or spiritual life was possible. Foreign imperialism kills the soul of a 

nation hence Tilak fought against the British empire. Thus there were philosophical foundations for the political 

struggles for liberty in which Tilak was engaged. 

  

  
Tilak's nationalism was also influenced by the western theories of national independence and self-determination. 

In the famous trial speech of 1908 he quotes with approval John Stuart Mill's definition of nationality. In 1919 

and 1920 he accepted the Wilsonian concept of self- determination and pleaded for its application to India. 

Hence Tilak's philosophy of nationalism was a synthesis of the Vedantic ideal of the spirit as self-contained 

freedom and the western conceptions of Mazzini, Burke, Mill and later on of Wilson. This synthesis he 

expressed in terms of Swarajya, a Vedic term which was used in Maharashtra to indicate the Maratha polity of 

Shivaji. 

  
  

Because of his spiritual approach, Lokamanya (as he is widely called) regarded that Swarajya was not only a 

right but a Dharma. He also gave a moral and spiritual meaning of Swarajya. Politically, Swarajya meant Home 

Rule. Morally, it meant the attainment of the perfection of self-control which is essential for performing "one's 

duty" (Swadharma). It also had a spiritual significance because it meant the realization of spiritual inner 

freedom and contemplative delight. Tilak defined the spiritual connotation of Swarajya in these terms : "It is a 

life centered in self and dependent upon self. There is Swaraj in this world as well as in the world hereafter. The 

Rishis who laid down the law of duty betook themselves to forests, because the people were already enjoying 

Swarajya or People's dominion which was administered and defended in the first instance by the Kshatriya 

Kings. It is my conviction, it is my thesis, that Swaraj in the life to come cannot be the reward of a people who 

have not enjoyed it in this world' . Hence Tilak wanted both political liberty and spiritual freedom. Tilak's 
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nationalism had a revivalistic orientation. He wanted to bring to the front the message of the Vedas and the Gita 

for providing spiritual energy and moral enthusiasm to the nation. A recovery of the healthy and vital traditions 

of the old culture of India was essential. He said : "a true nationalist desires to build on old foundations". Reform 

based on utter disrespect for the old does not appeal to him as constructive work. He siad, "We do not want to 

anglicize our institutions and so denationalize them in the name of social and political reforms."  

  

TILAK ON SWARAJ 

Tilak's political philosophy was rooted in the lndian tradition but it did not reject all that was western. Me was 

inspired by the ancient lndian spiritual and philosophical works. Thus, he imparted a spiritual connotation to his 

notion of Swaraj. In his view, Swaraj was more than a political or economic concept. Swaraj was more than a 

law and order mechanism. It was also more than an economic order providing the necessities of life or the 

luxuries of a pleasurable life. Swaraj, according to him, was full self-government-political, social, economic and 

spiritual. Thus, Swaraj was something more than mere home rule. Home rule simply indicated a political 

arrangement of self-rule without severing British connection. Beyond this, Swaraj also implied enlightened self-

control of the individuals inspiring detached performance of their duties. Tilak felt that materialism debases 

human life and reduces it to an animal level. 

  

  
To Tilak, the ultimate goal of the national movement was Swaraj. In order to involve people in the movement, he 

interpreted the goal of Swaraj in religious terms and insisted that Swaraj is our religious necessity. The religion 

and the philosophy of Vedanta emphasise equal spiritual status and destiny of each individual. This is against 

bondage of any kind and Swaraj is therefore, not only a political but natural and spiritual necessity Tilak held 

that Swaraj was a moral and religious necessity for every man and group. For his moral fulfillment and for the 

performance of religious duties, man needs to be free. Without political freedom higher freedom is impossible. 

Thus Swaraj is ourDharma. To endeavour to attain it is our 'Karma Yoga'. 

  

  
Since Tilak was a Vedantist in his metaphysical views. His conceptions of freedom as a divine instinct in man, 

and of Swarajya as inner self-realization, clearly reflect his Vedantic views. His belief in human fellowship also 

followed from his Vedantism. In a way, he pleaded for the reconciliation between the ideal of nationalism and 

the Vedantic conception of human unity. In a speech he once said: "If the Vedantic ideal is higher, it necessarily 

includes the national ideal which is lower. The two are not irreconcilable if you know how to reconcile them. 

The two are not opposed to each other. One includes the other much in the same way as thousand includes five 

hundred. The two ideals are mutually consistent and both of them demand a kind of self- sacrifice and self-

control. Both of them demand in addition to self-control and self-sacrifice, a kind of higher altruistic feeling by 

which man is impelled to ignore selfish considerations and to work for persons and for objects which do not in 

the least savour of any egotistic aim. The feeling is one of love for humanity, for the equality of man before God, 

and it is the spirit of that feeling that governs the two ideals, Vedantic and national”. 

  

  
Tilak wanted men to rise-above the level of animal pleasures through self discipline and self- efforts and attain 

true happiness by sublimating their desires. Hence, he conceives the fulfillment of human life not only in 

enjoying rights, but also in selfless performance of duties. Man needs the rights to perform his duties not for the 

selfish pursuit of animal desires. Man has duties to himself, to his family, to his kith and kin and also to his 

fellow beings and countrymen. He has to work for the moral, spiritual and material well being of all of them. 

This is his duty. However, all this would be possible only if men and women were free from any kind of 

domination and control. 
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For the realisation of this Swaraj, Tilak accepted the suitability of the western liberal institutions and concepts 

like constitutional government, rule of law, individual freedom, dignity of the person. and so on.Tilak held that 

the attainment of Swarajya would be a great victory for Indian nationalism. Hence he gave to Indians the 

Mantra: "Swarajya is the birth- right of Indians". Although in his speeches and writings Lokamanya always said 

that Swarajya did not imply the negation and severance of ultimate British sovereignty,, still people knew that in 

his heart of hearts he always wanted complete independence. He once wrote that Swarajya is "the foundation and 

not the height of our future prosperity."  

  

Conclusion 

Tilak pointed out that the Shivaji and the Ganapati festivals had been encouraged by him because they served to 

link contemporary events and movements with historical traditions. But because Lokamanya was, partially, a 

revivalist, it must not be thought that he was a mere Hindu nationalist. As a person, he had intense pride in Hindu 

religion and culture. As a political leader he wanted to preserve the legitimate interests of the Hindu people and 

would not sanction cowardice and surrender. But it is wrong to say that he was a mere Hindu nationalist and was 

opposed to the Muslims. 

He always pointed out that the path of the attainment of Swarajya was full of suffering and misery. During the 

Home Rule days Lokamanya always was careful to say that he was not opposed to the King-Emperor but he only 

wanted to change the anglo-Indian bureaucracy. He confidently asserted that to preach against the despotism of 

the bureaucracy was not sedition. Since Lokamanya did not advocate the doing away with the King-Emperor 

hence Bipin Chandra Pal says that Lokamanya was a believer in "Imperial federation' which would be composed 

of Great Britain, Ireland and Egypt, India and the dominions, each absolutely autonomous internally but 

combined for the purposes of protection and progress. 
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