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INTRODUCTION


The End of Empire


There is nothing sadder in this story than the way it ended. At three minutes before midnight on 14 August 1947 the unity of the Indian subcontinent was broken. Pakistan was established as an independent, sovereign state. Exactly five minutes later India too became independent. Later that day, King George VI wrote his regular letter to his mother, adding after his signature as usual the letter ‘R’, for Rex or King, to remind her that he was her monarch as well as her affectionate son. But Queen Mary was saddened to see that he had omitted the customary ‘I’, for Imperator, Emperor of India. The British Raj had ended.


It ended horribly. Between August 1947 and the spring of 1948 millions of Indians, perhaps fourteen million, perhaps sixteen million, were forced to leave their homes. No one knows the true numbers of those killed. At the time a very conservative figure of 200,000 deaths was bandied about on the basis of formal notifications. The true figure may be around a million. But whatever the figure, the deaths alone do not speak of the horror of the times, the mutual hatred, the extravagance of the violence, rapes and mutilation. This was not a case of communities at war, Sikh, Hindu, Muslim, one seeking victory over the others. It was bloodlust, the crystallisation of hatred.


Women and children suffered appallingly. Babies were picked up by the feet and their heads were smashed against walls. Female children were raped. Older girls were raped and then their breasts were chopped off. If they were pregnant they were disembowelled. Trains arrived in Lahore station full of dead passengers, messages scribbled on the sides of the carriages reading ‘A present from India’. Trains of dead Sikhs and Hindus were sent in the other direction with the legend, ‘A present from Pakistan’. One convoy of Sikhs and Hindus from West Punjab was seventy-four miles long and the raiders who attacked it knew it was coming by its smell of death.1


This was not how British rule was intended to end. The historian Thomas Babington Macaulay was intimately involved with India. He resigned his seat in the House of Commons to go to India from 1834 until 1838 as Law Member on the governor-general’s council. He was involved in the formulation of the Criminal Code, and in Indian education. He believed passionately what would nowadays be unacceptable: that the route to improvement for Indians lay in adopting the English language and assimilating European culture. Before he went to India he made a famous speech in the House of Commons on 10 July 1833 on the second reading of the India Bill. He set out his views on the development of India and ended with his vision of how Britain might finally retire from the subcontinent:




The destinies of our Indian empire are covered with thick darkness. It is difficult to form any conjecture as to the fate reserved for a state which resembles no other in history, and which forms by itself a separate class of political phenomena. The laws which regulate its growth and its decay are still unknown to us. It may be that the public mind of India may expand under our system till it has outgrown that system; that by good government we may educate our subjects into a capacity for better government; that, having become instructed in European knowledge, they may, in some future age, demand European institutions. Whether such a day will ever come I know not. But never will I attempt to avert or to retard it. Whenever it comes, it will be the proudest day in English history. To have found a great people sunk in the lowest depths of slavery and superstition, to have so ruled them as to have made them desirous and capable of all the privileges of citizens, would indeed be a title to glory all our own.





Why was the British legacy so very different from what Macaulay had envisaged for that proud day?


* * *


As Independence came to India, with its accompanying intercommunal violence and ethnic cleansing, the case of United States of America v Karl Brand et al was coming to a conclusion in Nuremberg. This was the so-called ‘Doctors’ Trial’, the first of the trials of war criminals before national military tribunals. The Nazi leaders had been tried by an international military tribunal, also at Nuremberg, two years earlier. The doctors were charged, like their leaders, with crimes against humanity.


Of course, what happened in India cannot be equated with the enormity of the Holocaust. Even allowing for all who died in India over the period of British rule, the scale of suffering is not comparable, and neither the evil nor the motivation of the Nazi regime was paralleled in British India. But the fact remains that death and suffering were – and still are – the consequence of how Britain discharged her responsibilities to a now divided subcontinent.


The question that no one tried to answer at Nuremberg, and that remains unanswered, relates to those who were not in the dock, the compliant German people. How much were they to blame? Professor Sir Ian Kershaw has used the phrase ‘a willing complicity’ to describe their role. This book is about a willing complicity too, about the failure of Britain to take real, purposeful steps to prepare India for Independence, and about deliberate blindness to the consequences of the desperate scuttle which flowed from that lack of preparation.


The book seeks to show that there was a willing collusion by the political classes in a policy, or a series of policies, amounting together to a lack of steady, consistent policy, which had as its inevitable outcome the condition in which India was left in 1947 – the terrible intercommunal hatred which was distilled in the events which I have just described, together with an absence of the established political institutions and governmental organisations which are the basis of the harmonious society which Macaulay envisaged.


There was no intent to bring this about, but there was a silent connivance in holding back political progress for as long as possible – until finally Britain could postpone it no longer and finally had to scuttle out at short order, leaving chaos behind.


The story of the last thirty years of the Raj reveals little evidence of goodwill or wholehearted commitment to India’s well-being. On the contrary, it is an unsettling story of deceit and double-speak. These squalid political years were not a part of her history of which Britain can be proud.


The Argument


Amongst the things this book is not, is a history of India. It covers in detail just the last thirty years of British rule. It’s not even a history of the Independence movement, because it largely ignores the Indian side of the struggle. It is not an economic history. It is a study of British politics in the period as they affected India. I shall show that the political classes made no genuine, committed attempt to prepare India for Independence. Maybe realpolitik entitled them to try to hang on to the jewel in the crown as long as they could. The Romans had tried to hang on to what they had, after all, and Churchill was frank enough to say that this was what he was trying to do. What was not acceptable was that almost all the policy-makers pretended that they were doing what they were not: discharging the duty of trusteeship, of making India capable of controlling her own destiny.


This is an interpretative study, based for the most part on the letters and documents of those involved and drawing on public records and state papers. The narrative largely covers the last three decades of the British Raj, the years from 1917, when the Montagu Declaration* was made, appearing to promise some form of Independence, to August 1947, when self-rule in a half-discussed form was thrust on unprepared peoples. The uniting of India under imperial rule had been declared to be the great British achievement, and retaining that unity had been the aim of British administrators; but in the final despairing desire to be quit of responsibility, Britain accepted the fracturing of the subcontinent, with all the consequences that persist to this day. The delineation of the new frontiers was carried out in just five weeks, and the lines of the boundaries were not announced until after Independence had been granted, in order not to upset Britain’s last days.


Thirty years is conveniently taken by many historians as the span of a generation, very roughly the period between an individual’s birth and that of the next generation. If the idea of imminent self-government was born in the Montagu Declaration of 1917, with careful nurture that idea might have reached maturity in 1947. What this book argues is that while there were men and women of good will who did seek to promote the concept of Independence, most politicians and senior administrators, for good reasons, bad reasons or out of indifference, were concerned to do nothing to move India steadily and purposefully towards her destiny. Some thought that British mercantile prosperity still required privileged access to Indian markets. Some simply wished to retain a symbol of world domination and couldn’t countenance the acknowledgement of a shrinking authority. Many of these people, and Churchill was at their centre, deliberately sought to obstruct any moves of which they disapproved in any way they could. Others, far greater in number, were less overtly hostile to Independence, but found the concept infinitely remote from their mindset. They publicly applauded the idea of Independence and even appeared to work for it, but finally took care to pitch the day on which Independence would be attained at an indefinable date far in the distant future.


The first chapters of the book contain a fairly brief account of the background to 1917 and the Montagu Declaration. Even progressive administrators in these years, like Curzon and Milner, regarded it as axiomatic that the notion of self-rule for India was absurd (Chapter 2). But after the First World War, it became a political necessity to appear to clarify her future. The Montagu Declaration was the outcome. Its critical significance, as will become clear, lay in the fact that it referred to eventual dominion status – but it was carefully vague about when it would be attained; and it would be a dominion within the Empire. Anyway, no one knew what dominion status meant. Governments could hide behind the fact that the status was a vague concept which meant very little (Chapter 12). When in 1931 the Statute of Westminster defined dominion status as implying the right to secede from the Empire, that was not accepted as being the kind of status India would have.


In the inter-war years, there was no emphasis on the economic development of India or the creation of a responsible middle class. Instead Britain tightened its control, as was reflected in the Rowlatt Act and the Amritsar Massacre (Chapters 5 and 7). There had always been an element of ‘divide and rule’ in Britain’s handling of the Muslim and Hindu communities and the princes, but there was a conscious development of the policy in these years and until the very end, when its consequences in the fracture of the subcontinent into India and Pakistan were apprehended. The policy was finally indicted in the inter-communal atrocities of 1947 and afterwards (Chapters 50 and 51). Initially the Congress party embraced Muslims as well as Hindus, but by 1947 the two communities were effectively locked in confrontation: Congress versus the Muslim League, with the princes detached. As late as 1940 Churchill, as a Cabinet minister but not yet prime minister, planned to sit on this ‘tripos’ as the basis of an indefinite presence in India. His views did not change when he became prime minister.


The major piece of Indian legislation in the period this book covers, the Government of India Act of 1935, was designed to keep the Congress party from effective power (Chapter 23). The Act provided for a federal system which was unacceptable to India’s political interests and reserved real power to the viceroy. It could never be implemented.


The Second World War concentrated Britain’s thoughts. Particularly after the fall of Singapore in February 1942, India became a critical part of Britain’s Eastern strategy. It was essential, at a minimum, to keep India quiet. Various policy initiatives involving promises for the future took place, including the Cripps Mission of March of that year, which was unsuccessful – and, as I argue, inevitably so (Chapters 32–34). But in any event, Churchill, now prime minister, felt himself able to abjure promises made against the exigencies of war (Chapter 33).


The war over, Britain no longer had the means, financial or otherwise, or indeed the strength of will, to hold on to India. But the Labour Government which was elected in 1945 had no wish to let go of India entirely. For geo-strategical and prestige reasons India was to be kept in the Commonwealth and tied in to defence commitments (Chapter 42). Empire would continue under another name. It was envisaged that an area around Delhi would not pass out of British control and that there would be a continuing British presence (Chapter 36).


Not many men emerge well from this story. One who does is Archibald Wavell. This highly intelligent soldier, appealing if pathologically reticent, was appointed viceroy in September 1943. He was chosen precisely because he was no politician. He seemed the ideal man to sit tight and keep India quiet through the war, which was exactly what Churchill wanted. But like a good soldier should, he made an appraisal of the situation based on the facts he found and – to the great irritation of Churchill and later of Attlee – did something his predecessors and political masters had never done, and came up with a policy (Chapters 37–39, 42). It was precisely the opposite of what his history and instincts would have suggested, but it was correct and it was what his successor, Mountbatten, would do.


Wavell saw that nothing the politicians had been doing had prepared India to look after herself. In particular there had been no economic preparation. The choice was to stay for another generation – which was impossible – or to leave now, accepting that there would be disorder, chaos, illiteracy, corruption, all the deprivation that we now associate with the third world, not what Macaulay had envisaged. His analysis of British dishonesty (Chapter 38) encapsulates what I shall demonstrate: ‘I have found HMG’s attitudes to India negligent, hostile and contemptuous to a degree I had not anticipated’.


The history of these thirty years is one in which Britain obfuscates and misleads. We shall repeatedly find Indians being offered a form of words which is known to mean one thing to them and quite another to those making the promise. These weasel statements, these deliberate misunderstandings, are difficult to excuse. They are the reason that Indian politicians then and now accused and accuse the British of bad faith.


The Scottish judge Lord Shaw of Dunfermline wondered if the legal maxim res ipsa loquitur, the facts provide the answer, would have carried the weight it does if the words had not been in Latin. But the maxim has a value. It means that in certain circumstances the facts are so clear that they raise a presumption of negligence. In assessing the sincerity of the Declarations that British politicians made in the last years of the Raj, and their claim that they were discharging the duties of trusteeship, of preparing India for her Independence, the maxim will be useful to keep in mind. I have described briefly the violence surrounding the British departure. The disorder and chaos that Wavell foresaw has not even now been eliminated.


If India was not ready to go, after two centuries of British presence, whose fault was that? Why did the British period end so badly? Why had Britain not prepared to make an inevitable outcome a happy one? That is what this book is about.
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*Dealt with in Chapter 5.
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THE BACK STORY


This book looks in detail at just the last thirty years of British rule. But neither the history of the British Empire nor the history of British India began in 1917, and I shall start with a brief introduction to both.


The Reasons for Empire


A 1950 Colonial Office paper2 disarmingly says that Britain ‘as a seafaring and trading nation . . . had long been a “collector of islands and peninsulas”’. In a much-quoted remark, Sir John Seeley, the Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge, said something similar in1883: ‘We seem, as it were, to have conquered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of mind’.3 That didn’t mean quite what it seemed to say: what Seeley meant was that there had not been a coherent policy behind Britain’s imperial expansion. There had been an incoherent set of policies. The 1950 paper explained that the collection of islands and peninsulas was assembled to protect trade and the sea routes. The motive for Empire was selfish.


The early territories were acquired in a search for valuable raw materials. Mercantilist policy involved closing off routes and markets against competitors. The importance of synergy was exemplified in the slave trade.


After the loss of the American colonies, a briefly distinct and cohesive policy was adopted. It was a policy to establish what was called a Second British Empire. Acquisitions were made in the first place for commercial reasons; but as other nations, such as the Netherlands and France, were at the same game it was also important to acquire points of strategic importance from which to defend the acquisitions. Later, coaling and re-fitting stations also became important. Of the dependencies with which the 1950 paper was dealing, three-quarters had been obtained in little more than the previous fifty years. The African acquisitions were largely made as part of the European scramble for a place in the sun. The motives for that burst of activity are less obviously mercantile than in the earlier periods of acquisition: it was assumed that Africa would have resources worth having, but more importantly there was a collective view that no self-respecting European power could be without an empire, even though latterly the expenses of Empire were greater than its financial benefits. The final period of expansion, the creation of what might be called the Third British Empire, took place long after the Empire was thought to be in decline. At the end of the First World War Britain acquired what were called mandates, which effectively brought new colonial possessions in the shape of Palestine, Jordan and Iraq. Between 1914 and 1919 the superficial area of the Empire expanded by roughly 9 per cent, and in the twenty-one years from 1901 its population increased by some 14.5 per cent.


In all three periods the motivation consisted of desires which interlocked: desires for wealth, for strategic possessions from which to defend the wealth, and for prestige, the inevitable concomitant of wealth. In the process, numberless hundreds of thousands of native populations were slaughtered, usually by deploying modern firepower against peoples armed for a Stone Age battle. Other numberless hundreds of thousands were consigned to slavery, enduring the most degrading and inhumane of conditions. Almost always, the subject races, even the most sophisticated and educated amongst them, were regarded as and made to feel inferior to the ruling caste.


The colonial administrators must be judged by the standards and attitudes of their times, and not those of later periods. Even the cruelty which we find most shocking was, in its time, regarded as acceptable. Well-meaning administrators unhesitatingly considered that they and their fellows were, and probably always would be, superior to the native population. Practices like suttee – the burning of a widow on her husband’s funeral pyre – and the viciousness of dacoits and thuggees were noted; the many respects in which the West could learn from the East were not.


By the nineteenth century young British men of ability went into the Colonial Service and the Indian Civil Service not only to make more money than they could have done at home, but also because they were animated by a sense of duty. They attempted to improve the lot of the subject peoples at the cost of taking themselves far from home and family, returning only infrequently in the course of twenty years, seeing wives and children as well as their own colleagues buried in dusty cemeteries in the subcontinent.


If the actions of the British in their Empire are judged by the standard of the times, the story of these administrators will not, I believe, be found to be an ignoble one. It is not the purpose of this book to argue otherwise. The book is not about the executives, but their political masters, and it is about just one chapter of Britain’s imperial history, the response of the British to the demands of the Indians for Independence. I attempt to judge what Britain did in that fairly brief period against the standards of that same period. I also judge what was said against what was done, and that is a valid and revealing test.


The Indian Background


Why did Britain want to get involved in India? As early as 1608, a settlement had been established in what is now Gujarat, and in the course of the century other settlements followed, notably in Bengal. From the outset, as in America, British expansion into India was not carried out by the British Government at all, but by merchant adventurers, ‘the East India Company, the Governor and Company of Merchants of London trading into the East Indies’, otherwise the Honourable East India Company or, colloquially, John Company.


There was no initial intent to occupy, and when occupation took place it began indirectly. The post-American policy involved looking very closely at ways of repositioning the trading system on which Britain’s prosperity depended. There was not initially any appetite for large-scale colonisation. The experience and the expense of the American experiment demonstrated that the benefits of the mercantilist system would be eroded by the costs of policing extensive territories. The preferred approach was to establish a network of entrepôts, like the Straits Settlements of Malacca, Penang and Singapore in South-East Asia. Initially the same approach was followed in India.


The extent of the Company’s possessions in India increased dramatically in the course of the eighteenth century in competition with France, in the vacuum created by the collapse of the Mughal Empire. The East India Company had three independent armies, largely composed of local mercenaries, but under the command of British officers who had been trained at the Company’s own military training school. By the end of the eighteenth century these armies had defeated both the French and the Indian potentates, notably the rulers of Mysore, and effectively controlled most of the subcontinent, either directly or by way of treaties with local princes.


All this was done by a company in which the British Government owned not a single share. Despite that, the government exercised an increasing degree of control. The Regulating Act of 1773 provided that whatever the Company acquired was acquired on behalf of the Crown. Although Warren Hastings, governor-general of Bengal from 1772 till 1785, was only a Company employee, he was ultimately under the authority of the Crown and could be impeached by the House of Commons, as he was in 1787.


As the British presence in India became increasingly important, so governmental control was tightened. There was legislation in 1784, 1786, 1793, 1833, 1835, 1853 and finally 1858. The detail of these Acts need not be examined here, but the effect of all but the last was incremental, and their cumulative result was to reduce the powers of the Company enormously, and to impose detailed parliamentary control on how India was run, providing for the establishment of a British judiciary in the subcontinent; for education; and requiring, as early as 1833, that there would be no colour bar within the Company or discrimination on the basis of religion, a provision which had no practical effect.


There was a seismic change with the passing of the 1858 Government of India Act. This Act followed the outbreak in the previous year of what was usually called in Britain the Indian Mutiny. How the events of that year are viewed depends on where one stands. At the time there was no such thing as a united India. Amongst Indians, a consensus view only developed in the following century, when the Mutiny became known as the War of Independence of 1857, or the First War of Indian Independence. In Britain, on the other hand, there was an immediate public reaction. The rising was called variously the Indian Mutiny, the Sepoy Mutiny, the Great Mutiny, the Rebellion of 1857, the Mahommedan Rebellion. The predominant reaction in Britain was of anger in the face of treacherous ingratitude. There were many atrocities, and public opinion was outraged by reports of rape, of assaults on ‘fragile female bodies’ both adults’ and children’s. Civilians and wounded soldiers were killed. But what the British did after suppression of the Mutiny was no less atrocious, and more Indians than Britons were killed in the Mutiny and its aftermath. There was little justice in the search for revenge. Both mutineers and those who were merely fugitives were shot, hanged and hacked to pieces. Some men were tied over the muzzles of cannons and reduced to atoms.


Parliament treated the Mutiny as an indictment of the Company’s role, and the 1858 Act was more or less the end of the Company. It carried on, as a tea trader, until 1874, but as no more than that. From 1858 the whole of India and its armies was controlled directly by the British Government. The government had already had a role in the moral aspects of British rule, and had sought to ensure that the liberal, cultural benefits of education were extended to the natives of the subcontinent and that the spread of Christianity was encouraged. Now it had to formulate a wholesale and systematic policy for the huge area and vast population for which it was directly responsible.


It is important to remember that while Britain prided itself on having united the divided parts of a subcontinent that lacked cohesion, there was always a distinction between British India and Indian India. The Indian part was ruled by the princes, landed potentates. Even fifty years after the nation-building that started in 1858, a small British presence ruled just two-thirds of the subcontinent directly, and the remaining third, the princely states, only indirectly. In 1900 there were 674 princely states, with a population of 73 million, one-fifth of all India. The princes in general governed in the British interest. They were paid to do so, and British political officers made sure that they did so. The princes were treated with deference. Their orders were given to them, so to say, in the supplicating optative mood (‘Would that you might do such and such’). But whatever the appearance, it was Britain that ruled in the princely states. She ruled by the optative mood, but with the Gatling gun in the background. In British India Indians did not even appear to rule. In British India there were in 1909 no Indians at all on the Viceroy’s Council. A quarter of a century later, Indian representation on the council was minimal.


The viceroy presided over the government of India. He was what his title suggested: the substitute for the king. His personal powers were far in excess of anything that his royal master possessed, and he enjoyed surroundings of splendour and luxury far in excess of his king. During the nineteenth century the viceroys could to a great extent ignore London. On the other hand, in these years they were not charged with the development of policy, and were administrators rather than innovators. As communications improved, they were controlled in increasing detail by the government in London. Even so, many of the twentieth-century viceroys made a significant personal contribution to political events, for good or bad. We shall look at some of them in detail. The viceroy administered on behalf of the imperial government, but he was always subordinate to London, where his immediate boss was the Secretary of State for India.


The change from a passive to an active viceroy took place under a number of viceroys (or governors-general as they were known until 1858).* It concluded with the appointment of Lord Curzon, who was viceroy from 1899 to 1905. Curzon’s attitude to India was complicated. Much about India appealed to him emotionally. On the other hand, he resented the evidence he saw of the growth of a confident nationalism. ‘I have observed the growing temper of the native. The new wine is beginning to ferment in him, and he is awaking to a consciousness of equality and freedom’.4 He saw the growth of nationalism as a reaction to arrogant and ignorant English people who did not attain his own lofty ideals. He was distressed to find that although in the last twenty years there were eighty-four examples of known killings of Indians by Europeans, in these twenty years and indeed the twenty years before them only a total of two Europeans had been hanged. ‘You can hardly credit the sympathy with wrong-doing that there is here – even amongst the highest – provided that the malefactors are Englishmen.’ He publicly punished the Ninth Queen’s Royal Lancers for failing to deal with the alleged killing of an Indian by troopers of the regiment.


Curzon is not an easy man to like, but he is difficult not to admire. Here is his concept of the imperial role:




Let it be your ideal to remember that the Almighty has placed your hand on the greatest of his ploughs, in whose furrow the nations of the future are germinating and taking shape, to drive the blade a little forward in your time, and to feel that somewhere among these millions you have left a little justice or happiness or prosperity, a sense of manliness or moral dignity, a spring of patriotism, a dawn of intellectual enlightenment, or a stirring of duty where it did not exist before – that is enough. That is the Englishman’s justification in India.5





The grandeur of that purpose and its immense scale simultaneously glows with vision and declares that the vision would not be accomplished within a hundred years.


The change in the viceregal role arose more because of Curzon’s dynamic personal approach than because of any instructions that were given to him by the government. Curzon was stiff, haughty and ambitious. That impression was reinforced by his stance: he had a weak back and was required to wear a steel corset.* He is still remembered in a piece of undergraduate doggerel, the Balliol Masque:




My name is George Nathaniel Curzon.


I am a most superior person.


My cheeks are pink, my hair is sleek.


I dine at Blenheim twice a week.





Curzon was a distinguished Orientalist and by far the most knowledgeable Conservative statesman to be charged with the administration of India. He split Bengal into a Hindu western half and an eastern ‘Bengal and Assam’ – a largely Muslim area. Despite his unbending appearance and uncompromising statements, he was a humane viceroy, who travelled huge distances in the aftermath of a dreadful cholera epidemic, trying to bring relief to the devastated areas; he had no interest at all in anything approaching Independence for India and regarded any such notions with disdain and repugnance. His object throughout was efficient administration. That was the motive for splitting Bengal. Above his tomb at Kedleston there hangs a Curzon medieval war banner and the flag of the Indian Empire.


It is worth noting that the Hindus understood his motive for the Bengal split to be part of a ‘divide and rule’ policy. Dividing and ruling was not part of Curzon’s purpose, but his successors, who unlike him faced immediate demands for Independence and separation, undoubtedly found it convenient to play one community against the other. The policy of divide and rule consisted in a whole range of manoeuvres. One of them, a response to the Great Mutiny of 1857, was to divide every Indian regiment into separate communal battalions, Hindu, Muslim and Sikh, so that there would always be at least one which remained loyal.


Even when not overtly dividing and ruling, Britain did see the two communities in very different lights. Many Britons found the Hindus – and the majority of the Independence movement leaders were Hindus – unappealing. No great effort was made to look into the subtleties of the Hindu religion. At a superficial level a multiplicity of gods – elephant gods, monkey gods and so on – were to a Victorian mind almost a caricature of paganism, savagery and idolatry. The monotheistic Muslims, on the other hand, held to a religious philosophy which was much more akin to Christianity, and indeed recognised common Abrahamic roots, venerating Jesus as a great teacher. British civil servants tended, although there are countless exceptions, to find the Muslims easier to get on with. They seemed to be more socially welcoming as well as less arrogant. British officials knew that if they were admitted into Hindu houses for a meal, there would be a ritual of ‘purification’ carried out after their departure: they were regarded as unclean.


The Muslims were thought of as brave and intrepid warriors. They gained points in the Second World War, when for political reasons the largely Hindu Congress party refused to cooperate, unlike the Muslims. Sixty-five per cent of the Indian Army soldiers who fought for Britain were Muslims, although they constituted only 27 per cent of the population.


The Cultural Divide


Curzon was a reforming proconsul, who took no account of his political self-interest in doing justice for the native population. And yet this humane and hard-working viceroy, who had the advancement of the circumstances of his Indian subjects at heart, flatly refused to consider more Indian participation in government. When Romesh Chunder Dutt, the president of the Congress party in 1901, pressed for the appointment of Indians to the viceregal council, Curzon summarily rejected the request. In his view, self-government on the white colonial model would mean ‘ruin to India and treason to our trust’. Salisbury, Secretary of State for India from 1874 to 1878 and later prime minister, thought it axiomatic that the Hottentots, the Hindus and even the Irish could never be suitable races for self-government. The Duke of Wellington was even more forthright about ludicrous colonial pretensions: ‘A Constitution for Malta! I should as soon think of elections for an army or a parliament on board ship!’ This sort of prejudice proceeded from the enduring conviction that, Hindu or Muslim or Sikh, an Indian was always inferior to a white man.


In 1895 the British Army replaced the single-shot Martini-Henry rifle with the new magazine-fed Lee Enfield. It was a much superior weapon, but its bullet was narrower, at .303 inches, than its predecessor’s .457 inches. Some military men were concerned that the new ammunition did not have adequate stopping-power. A controlled experiment was therefore carried out. A number of Muslim tribesmen, sentenced to death after proper trial, were executed by firing squads using the different types of ammunition, and their bodies were then opened up to see which bullets had done most damage.


The men were lawfully executed and they were dead when their bodies were opened up, but it’s impossible to imagine the same thing happening to the bodies of British Tommies: Indians were regarded as a lower form of life. A duty was owed to them, but it would not do to confuse them with Europeans. Indeed many believed it was not ultimately in the interests of the Indians themselves that their political aspirations should be achieved.


Sir Michael O’Dwyer, an able but tough paternalist, served in the Indian Civil Service from 1885 to 1919. We shall meet him again in connection with the Amritsar Massacre. After his retirement, he campaigned as a die-hard opponent of reform: at a meeting of the Royal Central Asian Society in London in March 1940 he was shot at close range and died in Caxton Hall.* He represented informed specialist opinion of the Conservative school when he spoke of ‘the demon of discord’ that could unleash ‘all the latent feuds and hatreds’ in the country, which were only held down by constant vigilance.6 Major General Sir George Younghusband served in the Indian Army at various times between 1878 and 1918. He wrote, ‘It is never wise to stand studied impertinence, or even the semblance of it, from any Oriental. Politeness, and courtesy, by all means, and even camaraderie, as long as these are reciprocated, and all is fair and square, and above board. But the moment there is a sign of revolt, mutiny, or treachery, of which the symptoms not unusually are a swollen head, and a tendency to incivility, it is wise to hit the Oriental straight between the eyes, and to keep on hitting him thus, till he appreciates exactly what he is, and who is who.’7 † It is essential not to be misled by hindsight. Well into the twentieth century intelligent, well-meaning people, liberal in most matters, and versed in the politics of India, could sincerely be incapable of conceiving that Indians could ever exercise self-government.


[image: image]


*For instance, Dalhousie (1848–56), Lytton (1876–80) and Dufferin (1884–88).


*At the Lausanne Conference his steel back brace broke, and his valet got drunk and lost his dress trousers. Mussolini, who also attended Lausanne, wore an unlikely combination of white spats and black shirt, but at least he did not part company with his trousers. Other British foreign secretaries have had trouble with their trousers. Sir Geoffrey Howe, as he then was, lost his in the course of a sleeper train journey in the United Kingdom sixty years later. Douglas Hurd, also still a commoner, rushing from his shower to meet an Arab potentate, broke his zip, and had to conduct his audience with his legs crossed, a solecism in the Arab world, but one that he judged preferable to the alternative.


*His assailant was a Sikh, Udham Singh, who was exacting revenge for Amritsar. At his trial he said he had waited 21 years for revenge. He was convicted of murder and hanged.


†A more enlightened appraisal is contained in a note which the future George V, then Prince of Wales and aged 40, wrote in 1905 after a visit to India: ‘No doubt the Natives are better treated by us than in the past, but I could not help being struck by the way in which all salutations by the Natives were disregarded by the persons to whom they were given. Evidently we are too much inclined to look upon them as a conquered and down-trodden race & the Native, who is becoming more and more educated, realizes this. I could not help noticing that the general bearing of the European towards the Native was to say the least unsympathetic. In fact not the same as that of superiors to inferiors at home.’ (Nicolson, King George V, p.88.)
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THE MORLEY–MINTO REFORMS


Curzon’s first five-year term as viceroy was a success, but his second, shorter term was less happy, undermined by scheming by Kitchener, the commander-in-chief, and unsupported by the home government. When he returned to Britain the trajectory of his brilliant career was checked.


He was replaced by Gilbert Murray, the fourth Earl of Minto. As a young man Minto had been a sportsman, racing with some success in the French Grand National and elsewhere under the name of ‘Mr Rolly’. After that he entered the army. As a result of family connections rather than obvious ability, he became Governor-General of Canada. His time there was fairly unremarkable and it was accordingly, as his wife said, a ‘bolt from the blue’ when he was appointed viceroy.


Just two weeks after he reached India the Conservative administration in London was replaced by Campbell-Bannerman’s Government following the great Liberal victory of 1906. As a result of the change of government, Mr Rolly found himself in harness with the fairly radical John Morley as Secretary of State. Morley was bookish and earnest; proud, as he said, to have been made Secretary of State as a ‘humble man of letters’. Because of his record as an unimpeachable radical with a contempt of jingoism, it was expected that he would be acceptable to nationalist Indian opinion. It was not evident that he and Minto would get on well. In the event, they generally did: preserving the rule of law tempered Morley’s radicalism. Together they made the first systematic attempt to reform the government of India.


The two men worked together on what became known as the Morley– Minto Reforms, more correctly the Indian Councils Act of 1909. Morley believed that the British were in India ‘to implant . . . those ideas of justice, law, humanity which are the foundations of our own civilisation’. He hoped that limited reforms would separate the moderates from the extremists. The Act extended the franchise and increased the numbers of Indians on the provincial and central legislative councils, but it was in essence a device to devitalise Indian nationalism by the promise of progress towards responsible government. Responsible government was not self-government, though the distinction was rarely spelled out: responsible government meant devolution of certain functions to elected representatives but with overall control firmly retained by Britain. The Morley–Minto promise was undated and meaningless. The true effect and purpose of the reforms was to strengthen British control without conceding anything in return.8


The idea of adopting representative principles in India was essentially a way of putting an end to demands for something that was held to be manifestly impossible – truly independent government. Lord Kimberley, Liberal Secretary of State for India for most of the period 1882 to 1894, said that ‘the notion of a parliamentary representation of so vast a country almost as large as Europe containing so large a number of different races is one of the wildest imaginations that ever entered the minds of men’. Minto thought the same way. He wrote to Morley in 1907: ‘We are no advocates of representative government for India in the Western sense of the term. It could never be akin to the instincts of the many races composing the population of the Indian Empire. It would be a Western importation uncongenial to Eastern tastes’. Morley heartily agreed and rejected ‘the intention or desire to attempt the transplantation of any European form of representative government to Indian soil’. Both men conceived this impossibility of establishing representative government in India as a truth without limitation of time. In 1909 Minto told the House of Lords that he thought it neither desirable nor possible nor even conceivable that British political institutions should be extended to India. At the cost of some logical contortion he declared: ‘If I were attempting to set up a parliamentary system in India, or if it could be said that this chapter of reforms led directly or necessarily up to the establishment of a parliamentary system in India, I, for one, would have nothing at all to do with it’. This is a sentiment, spoken or unspoken, that was implicit in British policy till the very end, till practical considerations required precipitate scuttle; but it was not a sentiment that was shared with Indians. They saw responsible government, self-government, home rule all as much the same thing, and all a short step from Independence.


There was correspondence between Morley and Minto about which Indians should sit on the Viceroy’s Executive Council. Minto wanted S.P. Sinha, and got him, rather than Mookerjee: ‘Sinha is comparatively white, whilst Mookerjee is as black as my hat!’9 At lower levels, too, Indians were effectively excluded. Entrance to the Indian Civil Service, the ICS, was open to Indians, but the entrance examinations were held in the United Kingdom. Entrance to the ICS was open to all in the same way as was entry to the Ritz. There was hostility to the ‘educated native’. Very few Indians were admitted to the Indian Civil Service before the First World War.


Curzon had resigned the viceroyalty in 1905. He looked at the proposed Morley–Minto reforms with horror: ‘It is often said, why not make some prominent native a member of the Executive Council? The answer is that in the whole continent there is not an Indian fit for the post’. Milner was equally forthright: ‘the idea of extending what is described as “colonial self-government” to India . . . is a hopeless absurdity’.10


Much later – in the 1940s – self-government was seen as a prerequisite for membership of what by then was increasingly being referred to as the Commonwealth. Earlier, that was far from the case: excellent and efficient administration was seen as the benefit that Britain brought to her possessions. This was the attitude of men like the titanic Joseph Chamberlain, whose vision of an Empire bound together by preferential tariffs inspired voters but damaged the fortunes of the Tories for a generation; like Cromer, who ruled Egypt for thirty years and was convinced of the futility of allowing native races to administer their own affairs; and like Lord Milner, the great proconsul whom I shall shortly introduce. For them, good government was not self-government, but well-administered control. This is what was wonderfully described by the philosopher James Mill as a vast system of outdoor relief for the upper classes.


Having mentioned Alfred, later Lord, Milner it might be as well that I outline his role in the development of twentieth-century imperialism at this point. No one except Joseph Chamberlain, to whom he was close, had as much influence on twentieth-century British colonial policy. From his Oxford days he looked for a role of public usefulness, and it was in the development of the concept of an imperial economic and political system, ‘a Southern British World, stretching from Africa to Egypt, to the Middle East, to India and to Australia and to New Zealand’ that this remarkably high-minded and ambitious youth was to find it.


He went to South Africa as High Commissioner for Southern Africa and Governor of Cape Colony before the South African war. After the war he became civil administrator of the Orange River and Transvaal colonies. Throughout the period he remained High Commissioner. During his work on reconstruction he inspired the group of young and able assistants that gathered round him, and through them, ‘Milner’s Kindergarten’, and in his subsequent political roles he enormously influenced events. Members of the Kindergarten went on to found a magazine known as the Round Table to promote the concept of imperial unity. Milner was at the centre of the group associated with it, also known as the Round Table. He also used a loose grouping at All Souls’ College, Oxford, to promote his opinions and the idea of a ‘forward’ imperial policy, a policy of positive advancement of his Southern Empire that would span the globe. His views, like those of many others, including Churchill, as I shall show, were influenced in part by the contemporary and significant theories of social Darwinism.


It is important to take into account the intellectual influence of thinking such as Milner’s. Opposition to Indian Independence didn’t only flow from crass ideas of white supremacy, but also from the theories, economic, political and anthropological, of serious thinkers. Often the respectable arguments were used to camouflage prejudice, but that was certainly not always the case.
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THE IMPACT OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR


In the course of the First World War over a million Indians fought overseas for Britain in addition to those who served in the subcontinent. Some 54,000 died. About 13,000 were decorated and 11 VCs were awarded. India also provided £1m of cash.


The scale of the subcontinent’s contribution to the war inevitably invigorated and revitalised Indians’ expectations. Things were never the same again. Britain had to adapt to the new demands and appear to respond to them. The argument of this book is that the response was equivocal and misleading. India increasingly wanted Independence. Britain seemed to be saying that she would have it. In reality, Britain did not radically change her position. Some Britons thought that India would ultimately be independent, but even those who believed this were working on a very different timescale from the Indian nationalists. The majority of British policymakers thought that Independence would never come or, if it did, would come at a time in the future so distant that the practical implications needed no consideration.


In 1916 General Sir Edmund Barrow, then Military Secretary to the India Office, a man who had worked in India all his life, wrote, ‘By bestowing liberty, justice and education in India we have done much to emancipate it from the shackles of caste and prejudice but it will take generations yet to reach the ideals of the philanthropists and philosophers and to satisfy the longings of an awakened India’.11 Britain never admitted that everything she said was based on the premise that Independence, if it occurred, would be 100 years more distant than the Indians thought.


Prior to the First World War the only support in parliament for a liberal response to Indian demands came from elements of the still politically insignificant Labour party, such as Keir Hardie and Ramsay MacDonald. In 1909 the Labour party had condemned the limited scope of self-government envisaged in the Morley–Minto Reforms. The party was in contact with the London branch of the Indian Congress party. Congress was to become the most important political motor for Independence in India. Eventually it was overwhelmingly Hindu and partisan, but that was not the case in its early years. Its origins lay in a proposal in 1883 that Indian local magistrates should have jurisdiction over Europeans. There were widespread protests and the viceroy, Lord Ripon, withdrew the measure. The withdrawal was as unpopular with the Indians as the measure had been with the English. The consequence was the formation in 1885 of the Indian National Congress.


It was founded in December of that year by Allan Octavian Hume, a retired ICS official. He believed that he was guided from the spirit world by a variety of ‘Mahatmas’ and ‘Gurus’.12 At the first meeting, there were seventy-one Hindus and two Muslims. The party split in 1907, with the foundation of the New party, which stood for direct confrontation and boycott. The rift was later mended. Soon afterwards Mohandas Gandhi came on the scene.


Gandhi, M.K. Gandhi or Mahatma Gandhi (a Sanskrit adjective, ‘the high-souled’, applied to Gandhi from his forties onwards) will be introduced more fully in later pages. He is now so much a part of legend – hugely so of course in India, but in the world-mind too – that it is difficult to separate reality from myth. There were certainly some who in his lifetime regarded him as a hypocrite rather than a saint. Without going as far as that, it was possible to find his elliptical utterances and his obstinacy over side-issues profoundly irritating. But the power of his personality, stemming from a fundamental simplicity and goodness, has never been denied, and it is impossible to imagine how India would have found its way to Independence without him.


His influence on Congress turned it into an activist, populist movement. For many British the growth of Congress was the crystallisation of unacceptable ambitions on the part of what Ripon’s successor, Lord Dufferin, called the ‘Bengali Babu’. An analogy was detected between Indian aspirations and the pretensions of the unruly Irish at home.


At the Lucknow session of the Congress party in 1916 a resolution was passed asking Britain to confirm that it was her ‘aim and intention . . . to confer self-government on India at an early date’. Britain ignored the resolution but could not afford to ignore the aspirations behind it and the unrest that they provoked. Britain was at war with the Turks, and needed substantial elements of the Indian Army to help to dismember the Ottoman Empire, particularly in Mesopotamia, which bordered India’s frontiers. Muslim opinion in India was at risk of being alienated by the fact that Britain was fighting Muslims in the Ottoman Empire.


This combination of British need and Indian demand resulted in a perception that things were on the move. In the Imperial Legislative Council* in 1917 Madan Mohan Malaviya said that the War had ‘put the clock . . . fifty years forward’. It was assumed that there would be extensive reforms after the War to allow Indians to take their legitimate part in the administration of their own country.


Austen Chamberlain was the current Conservative Secretary of State. He wanted India to be represented at the Imperial War Conference. That seemed not unreasonable, as so many Indians had been taken half a world away to die in the mud and the cold of the Western Front and in Palestine and Mesopotamia; but when India took her seat at the conference (and later at the peace conferences, and when she became a founding member of the League of Nations) she did so in a very different capacity from the other dominions who also debated at the peace conferences and founded the League of Nations. Their sacrifices had been made in their capacity as self-governing and independent countries, voluntarily part of the British Empire. India was no more than an administrative component of Britain’s overseas possessions and her representatives at these international gatherings were Britain’s puppets. She was only there to increase British influence.


Chamberlain devised a formula to allow India to participate at a conference which was really designed for the self-governing parts of the Empire. He defined the British goal in India as developing ‘free institutions with a view to ultimate self-government within the empire’. But that was not enough. Publication of the report of the Mesopotamia Commission had already underlined the fact that the governance of India needed attention. In May 1917 Chamberlain asked the Cabinet to give their attention to the matter. Nothing happened for two whole months, until Montagu succeeded Chamberlain as Secretary of State and Chelmsford became viceroy. They combined to enact what are known as the Montagu–Chelmsford reforms, a significant change in the system of India’s government which will be looked at in detail in Chapter 5.


As an indication of how the British regarded India, and before leaving India’s sacrifice in the Great War, let us note what happened to her sons who did not return. Britain took trouble in deciding how to bury her own dead. The response was the creation of the Imperial War Graves Commission, and the principle of uniform headstones: comradeship in death. It was an important part of the plan that no distinction should be made in regard to rank, and that individual names should be recorded. The names even of those whose bodies were never found were recorded, as on Lutyens’ great Memorial to the Missing of the Somme at Thiepval, those 72,000 men with no known grave.
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