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A Fistful of Salt

We have grown up reading and hearing about the non-violent

revolution launched by Mahatma Gandhi and his band of 80 volunteers
on the coast of Gujarat at Dandi in 1930 by picking up a fistful of salt.
But | guess many of us have wondered at the choice of common salt to
force the then world’s only superpower out of the country. IITB’s
association with the Dandi Memorial Project provided an opportunity to
learn some humbling facts.

There seems to be a correlation between salt tax and despotic

rule.

On the occasion of the 75™ anniversary of the march in 2005, the PM
announced that a memorial would be constructed at the site and an
HLDMC (bureaucratese for Higher Level Dandi Memorial Committee)



was finally formed for the purpose in 2008 headed by Mr. Gopalkrishna
Gandhi. This was just in time (JIT) for the election in 2009, but after that
it made little progress until 2011, when IITB was asked to assist with
the design of a solar photovoltaic energy system and later to take
charge of the design and execution of the project itself. This must rank
as one of the rare instances where IITB is involved in a national project
of this significance and prestige. As part of this, a team of young
sculptors from across the country arrived on campus to create statues of
the marchers and | got to listen to Dr. Y. P. Anand who has produced a
history of the salt tax in India.
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Salt was one of the earliest currencies used for trade, so one can
imagine its importance to human civilisation. It has probably been taxed
from the time that rulers felt the need for collecting revenue from the
people rather than robbing them outright. There seems to be a



correlation between salt tax and despotic rule. The Greek and Roman
civilisations did not tax salt, in fact efforts were made to ensure
adequate supplies at reasonable rates. Soldiers were paid their wages in
salt (sal the Latin for salt, became salary); a man’s worth was measured
in salt. On the other hand, a Chinese text from 300 BCE describes how
the rulers could increase their revenue by taxing salt and monopolising
its production and import, as it was an essential item and people would
have no choice but to buy it even if it was exorbitantly priced. After the
Roman withdrawal from Britain, salt was progressively taxed there and
in the eighteenth century the tax on locally produced salt was several
times its market value. The high prices gave rise to smuggling of
cheaper foreign salt. To stop tax evasion and smuggling, inspectors
were appointed which gave rise to corruption. In France, it was called
gabelle and was first imposed in 1286. It was one of the causes of the
discontent that led to the French Revolution and the tax was abolished
in 1790. Unfortunately, it was so intricately linked to the finances of the
state that it was re-introduced by Napolean in 1806 and was finally
abolished only in 1945.

To make up for reduced supply of locally manufactured salt,
ships returning empty from Britain were loaded with salt for
Calcutta, rubbing salt in the wound, so to say. A tropical
country with a vast coastline was importing salt from a country
where it was manufactured by boiling brine by burning wood or
coal.






