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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.







CHAPTER 1



Context: India to 1914





In 1914 India was part of the British Empire but by the end of 1947 India had gained independence. This chapter sets out the context of the nationalist movement for independence. The nineteenth century witnessed the most troubled and then the most confident time for the British Raj (rule). British territorial control was at its greatest and treaties were negotiated with the Indian rulers of hundreds of independent states, forcing them to acknowledge Britain’s supreme authority. After a mutiny in 1857–8, radical changes were made to the government of India.


This chapter examines:







•  The Indian subcontinent before 1914



•  The Indian Mutiny



•  The British Raj



•  Imperialism and the growth of nationalism
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Key dates






	
1526–1707 

	Height of Mughal dynasty 






	
1600 

	Charter granted to East India Company by Elizabeth I 






	
1857 

	Indian Mutiny began 






	
1858 

	Crown control of India; Royal Proclamation 






	
1875 

	Foundation of Aligarh College 






	
1877 

	Queen Victoria declared empress 






	
1885 

	Formation of Congress Party 






	
1905 

	Partition of Bengal 






	
1906 

	Formation of Muslim League 






	
1907 

	Congress split 






	
1909 

	Morley–Minto reforms and Indian Councils Act 
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1 The Indian subcontinent before 1914




To what extent had India been a unified country before 1914?





The land of pre-independent India covers an area equivalent to Europe and is often referred to as the South Asian subcontinent. The population in 1914 was about 350 million, speaking some 200 languages. In the era before technology, uniting and controlling such a vast country was next to impossible. Between 1600 and 1900 the British had established control over large areas but not all. There were still nearly 600 Indian princes, each ruling their own state.


The most significant region is the Indo-Gangetic river plain, an arc up the Ganges from Bengal, across the Punjab and down the Indus. This highly populated region has been settled and farmed since prehistory and has been the territorial base of almost all the rulers of India. Both Calcutta, the former British capital, and Delhi, the medieval and modern capital, lie within the arc. This cosmopolitan and diverse area was the centre of political reform movements in the late nineteenth century.


Indian society and religion


Religious sensitivities and tensions run through the entire history of British rule and the nationalist campaigns. The relations between religious groups are referred to as communal politics. Before independence, Hindus were the predominant Indian religious group, with significant groups of Muslims and Sikhs in particular regions.


Hindus


The Hindu religion, one of the oldest in the world, is polytheistic. One’s relationship with a god or goddess is less important than public behaviour, religious duties and social responsibilities appropriate to one’s socio-religious group. Such groups are called castes.


Caste membership, which is largely determined by birth, determines which occupations may be followed, whom one might marry and even the extent to which one might simply appear in public.


Historically, there were four main castes:





•  Brahmins, the priests



•  Kshatriyas, the warriors



•  Vaishyas, the traders



•  Shudras, the cultivators or peasants.





The Brahmin class, proud, sensitive and powerless, was a focus for resentment of the British and later for educated resistance and organisation.


The Untouchables


At the other end of the hierarchy, there was oppression of the lowest group, not even permitted a caste status and known as the Untouchables. The British refused to use this term and referred to the Depressed Classes (or the Scheduled Classes); the modern Indian term is Dalits.


Muslims


The Muslim population of north-western India is the result of invasions by Turkic peoples from central Asia starting in the thirteenth century. From 1526 the Mughal dynasty conquered most of the subcontinent, but ruling only as a hegemonic minority elite. Mughal power began to decline after the long reign of Aurangzeb ended in 1707, shrinking again to a small state around Delhi.
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In the Punjab and Bengal, many people converted to Islam to escape their low status in Hindu caste society. Islam places great emphasis on the equality of believers. As a result, these areas became majority Muslim regions.


Sikhs


In the sixteenth century religious leaders in the Punjab created a fusion of Hinduism and Islam, known as Sikhism. Over time, the Punjab became overwhelmingly Sikh and Muslim with almost no Hindus.


The East India Company


English (not British until the 1707 Act of Union) contact with India began in the reign of Elizabeth I, who granted a royal charter to the East India Company. The Company created and put into the field its own substantial private army, defeating and expelling the French from India in the eighteenth century.
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The East India Company


This was a private company given a monopoly over the spice trade from the Pacific islands (East Indies, now Indonesia). It had three bases in India, initially just for restocking food and water, at Calcutta, Madras and Bombay. When the Dutch Empire ousted the British from the East Indies, the Company expanded its Indian operations. Its most successful general was Robert Clive.
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Aggressive expansion resulted in British control of the entire Gangetic plain. Nevertheless, the Company professed to have no political objectives: it was simply trying to protect trade and capture (literally) more market.


The British saw themselves as the dominant power in India for the foreseeable future. Increasingly, their attitude displayed a paternalistic concern to spread the benefits of British civilisation and Christian culture.
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Summary diagram: The Indian subcontinent before 1914
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2 The Indian Mutiny




What were the causes and effects of the Indian Mutiny?





In 1857 hidden anger among Indians concerning Company rule erupted in what came to be known as the Indian Mutiny. It left deep scars and the thought of it happening again lurked in the collective British memory for the rest of British control right up to independence.


Causes


The key causes of the mutiny were reactions to British policies and interventions:





•  annexation of Indian states when the ruler died without an heir



•  Brahmin opposition to railways because of the possibilities for religious pollution by coming into contact, literally, with Untouchables



•  Brahmin sepoy opposition to deployments outside their home region and overseas, which were regarded as disrespectful.





The final spark which ignited rebellion was the rumour that ammunition cartridges issued by the British to sepoys for their rifles had been greased for easier loading (which involved tearing off part of the cartridge with the mouth) with either beef fat, sacred to Hindus, or pork fat, prohibited by Islam.


Key events in the mutiny


The key events were as follows:





•  Eighty-five sepoys were court-martialled at the barracks in Meerut, near Delhi, for refusing to use the cartridges. They were freed by mutineers, who on the same night massacred all local Europeans, including women and children.



•  The mutiny spread rapidly throughout the Bengal Army of northern India and the entire Gangetic plain quickly fell out of British control. The mutineers marched on Delhi and made the 82-year-old Mughal ‘emperor’ ruler of all India.



•  In the town of Cawnpore, 400 British men, women and children surrendered and were offered safe passage on boats. On their way to the boats they were massacred.





Consequences


The consequences of the mutiny included the following:





•  British reprisals, deliberately designed to strike terror into the peasant population. Entire villages were massacred by the British; thousands were bayoneted. Mutineers and others were forced to try to lick clean the blood-stained buildings, before being made to eat pork or beef, and then publicly hanged.



•  The conclusion that a slow response had been disastrous. The fear of repeating this apparent mistake was, however, to have even more devastating consequences in the Amritsar Massacre of 1919 (see page 29).



•  The British were determined to bring the administration of India under closer government control.
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SOURCE A
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[image: ] What feelings might an image like Source A have aroused in British readers at the time?
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A contemporary engraving of Ulrica Wheeler (aged eighteen years) defending herself during the Indian Mutiny, published in a popular book. Miss Wheeler was thought to have died; however, there is evidence that she lived a full but disguised life as the Muslim wife of one of her attackers or rescuers.
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Summary diagram: The Indian Mutiny
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3 The British Raj




Why and how did the British reorganise the governance of India?





In the aftermath of the mutiny, the British took official control of India. In 1858 the East India Company was abolished and the British monarch, Queen Victoria, became the ruler of India. From 1877 India was declared an empire in itself under the Queen-Empress. The Governor General took the title of Viceroy.


In 1858 the Queen issued a Royal Proclamation which included promises to admit suitably educated Indians into the administration of Indian government and this promise led to the involvement of Indians at all levels in the administration.


Structure of government in 1914


The governance of British India retained the structure set up in the aftermath of the mutiny, as set out in Figure 1.2 on page 8:





•  Responsibility for Indian affairs rested with the secretary of state for India, a member of the cabinet and accountable to Parliament, who was advised by the India Council.



•  In India itself, the viceroy was supreme, the representative of the monarch but appointed by the prime minister and accountable to the secretary of state. The personal and political relationship of these two post-holders – viceroy and secretary of state – was crucial to the initiation, or not, of constitutional and political developments in and for India.



•  Although technological progress meant that by 1914 telegraphic communication between London and India was relatively quick and easy, the viceroy had considerable powers of delegated government and, in states of emergency, absolute power.



•  The viceroy had a military commander-in-chief in India and was advised by a national Legislative Council, overwhelmingly composed of British officials.



•  The eleven British provinces had governors, advised by provincial councils, although only certain matters were permitted for discussion and decision.



•  The Indian Civil Service (ICS) comprised about 2000 administrators for a population of 350 million, backed up by 60,000 British soldiers and 200,000 Indians, less than one soldier for every 1000 Indians.





The princely states


Many areas of the subcontinent were still not ruled directly by the British. About one-fifth of the population, 72 million people, were the subjects of the 561 Indian rulers, some Hindu, some Muslim, with various titles such as Rajah, Nawab or Nizam, but known collectively as the Indian princes.
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The princes ruled nominally independent states (originally styled ‘native’ states and then ‘princely’ states), which varied considerably in size. Some states, such as Hyderabad in the south or Jammu and Kashmir in the north-west (c.200,000 km2 each), were larger than Britain itself. Others were so small they were more like country estates and could not be found on maps.


After the mutiny, the British stopped acquiring territory either by military force or by political annexation. They permitted the Indian princes to continue to rule, partly as a reward for loyalty during the mutiny and partly to save more direct expense by the government.


On the other hand, the princely states were forced to acknowledge Britain as the paramount power within the subcontinent. This too was typically sweetened as a treaty guaranteeing British military protection. However, the British reserved, and sometimes exercised, the right to remove a prince found to be working against the British interest or causing trouble with neighbouring princes.
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The partition of Bengal


The province of Bengal contained a population of 78 million people, twice as large as Britain’s. It was also prone to unrest as a growing middle class, educated by the British and ambitious, was still squeezed out of the ICS. In 1905 only five per cent of the ICS was Indian. Calcutta was both the provincial capital and the seat of British Indian government. After its formation in 1885 the nationalist Congress Party (see page 14) grew successfully in Bengal. The viceroy, Lord Curzon, decided that the province should be partitioned and intended to use a policy of divide and rule (see Source B).
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Lord Curzon (1859–1925)


Viceroy 1898–1905. High-minded and high-handed late Victorian aristocrat; passionate about protecting India as a British possession but quick to punish British incompetence.
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Despite a complete lack of formal consultation with Indians, two new provinces were created in 1905: Western Bengal with 42 million Hindus and 9 million Muslims; and Eastern Bengal with 12 million Hindus and 18 million Muslims.


The partition created a precedent for the reorganisation of territory and government along religious lines. The Bengali Hindus were outraged because the partition cut right through the unity of the Bengali-speaking community in order to create a majority Muslim province with equal status. In the short term, the Muslims were delighted with their majority in the new eastern province. This would provide them with a power base if and when Indians were able to elect provincial governments. Congress launched a campaign of swadesh, in particular against Lancashire cotton, which was publicly burned.
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SOURCE B
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[image: ] To what extent is Source B evidence of a policy of divide and rule?
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Extract from a letter to the secretary of state from Viceroy Curzon, dated 2 February 1905, quoted in John Darwin, The Empire Project: The Rise and Fall of the British World-System, 1830–1970, Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 204.


Calcutta is the centre from which the Congress Party is manipulated throughout the whole of Bengal and indeed the whole of India … the whole of their activity is directed to creating an agency so powerful that they may one day be able to force a weak government to give them what they desire. Any measure in consequence that would divide the Bengali-speaking population; that would permit independent centres of activity and influence to grow up; that would dethrone Calcutta from its place as the centre of successful intrigue or that would weaken the lawyer class, who have the entire organisation in their hands, is intensely and hotly resented by them.
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The Indian Councils Act 1909


The government had been caught out by the Bengal agitation and the support for swadesh. It was aware that the public feared the unrest might spark off another mutiny.


Lord Morley, secretary of state of the new Liberal government in Britain (1906), proposed an increase of Indian involvement in its own government. There were no geographical constituencies as in British politics. Representatives would be elected from within the various Indian communities.


The Morley–Minto Reforms, as they are frequently termed, became law as the Indian Councils Act 1909. The Act resulted in a small number of elected members, including Indians, being added to the Legislative Councils at all levels of government.


The stated purpose of the reform was to bring in a cross-section of public opinion and this could only be guaranteed by reserving numbers of seats for specified groups. For the first time, council seats were reserved distinctively for Muslims, among other social groups, such as universities. Not only that, but a principle of weightage was applied to make the minority groups larger than they would be if strictly proportionate to population numbers. This was a crucial precedent.


Having granted Muslims separate electorates, the British felt able to balance this in 1911 with a reversal of the partition of Bengal which had created a Muslim-majority province. This placated Hindus but profoundly disappointed Muslims, although they were pleased at the simultaneous transfer of the capital of British India from Calcutta, the East India Company city, to Delhi, the historic Mughal capital.
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Summary diagram: The British Raj
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4 Imperialism and the growth of nationalism




What were the different attitudes to independence?


How did British and Indian attitudes towards each other develop in the late nineteenth century?





At the start of the twentieth century the British Empire was the largest in world history and the Raj in India was often referred to as the ‘Jewel in the Crown’. However, by 1914 there were signs of a nationalist movement to prepare Indians for the idea of self-government.



Imperialism


The British Empire was just one of a number of European empires then at their height. The French, Belgians, Germans and Italians together with the British had all scrambled for parts of Africa and, nearer to home, the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires remained solid. All had difficulties with local peoples and politics but there was no sense that imperialism as a global system would disappear.


The importance of India to Britain


Official British policy was commitment to eventual Indian self-government within the Empire but it was seen as a lengthy project of many decades. The sheer size and symbolism of India as a ‘possession’ of the British made it indispensable to British power and prestige around the globe. In addition, the Indian Army was a huge military force at its disposal in Asia. A new strategic importance of India was its role in resisting southward expansion of the Russian Empire and, to a lesser extent, the Chinese. Spying and skirmishes in the Himalayas became known as ‘The Great Game’.


Empires were costly to protect and maintain but they provided access to vast resources for the manufacturing industries in Britain, whose goods were then sold back to colonial markets, with the imperial government extracting taxes at all stages of the process.


Socially, the British shouldered willingly the so-called white man’s burden of passing on European culture and civilisation. Such a responsibility was, of course, self-defined and self-justifying. One British leader described it, rather tastelessly, as ‘splendid happy slavery’. In practice, however, the educated but underemployed Bengali elite had time on its hands to imagine a different way of governing India.


Perhaps the most that could be hoped for, sooner or later, was that India would gain Dominion status within the Empire. Dominion status had been granted to Canada in 1867, Australia in 1901 and South Africa in 1910 (all of them white-ruled, of course). For India, the key question was whether India was yet a nation. Many certainly spoke of it as a nation in the making but many had doubts about ever unifying India under Indian rule.



Nationalism


The late nineteenth century also saw the growing success of nationalist movements, based on recognition of peoples with their own shared history, language and culture and a right to self-determination. In some cases, the history was rather romanticised, if not completely false, and the future envisaged as dream rather than practicality. There were two complementary nationalist objectives: unification and secession. For example:





•  In 1871 modern Germany was formed from the unification of hundreds of small independent states.



•  In the same year, the regions of Italy fought free from the Austro-Hungarian Empire and unified as a nation-state.



•  In Ireland, Britain’s oldest colonial conquest, there was a growing and violent nationalist movement but a bill to provide home rule in Ireland was defeated in 1886.



•  The British had defeated the Boers in South Africa in 1902 but soon granted political equality.



•  Nationalist wars in the Balkans in the early years of the twentieth century would provide the trigger for the First World War.





Moreover, the outcome of the Russo-Japanese war of 1904–5 was a sign of a changing world order: a small Asian country had defeated a great European power.


The growth of nationalism in India


It has been argued that the 1858 Royal Proclamation laid the foundation for the nationalist movement in India. By 1900 there was a growing sense of a nation in the making because of:





•  a growth in public secular education and in intellectual and cultural debate



•  modernising of religious attitudes among both Hindus and Muslims



•  a gradual increase in education in the English language



•  opening of jobs in the ICS to Indian applicants



•  expansion of the railway network, permitting the circulation across the whole of India of English-language newspapers.





As a result, the growing Indian middle class became the fertile soil of the nationalist movement (see Source C on page 14).
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SOURCE C
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[image: ] What does Source C tell us about nationalist feeling in India at the beginning of the twentieth century?
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From an anonymous letter by an educated Muslim, quoted in Valentine Chirol, Indian Unrest, Macmillan, 1910, p. 123.


English observers must not forget that there is throughout India amongst Hindus a strong tendency towards imitating the national movements that have proved successful in European history. Now, while vis-à-vis [with regard to] the British, the Hindu irreconcilables assume the attitude of the Italian patriots towards the hated Austrian, vis-à-vis the Moslems there is a very different European model for them to follow. Not only Tilak [Bal Gangadhar Tilak, see below] and his school in Poona but throughout the Punjab and Bengal the constant talk of Nationalists is that the Moslems must be driven out of India as they were driven out of Spain [after 1492].


[image: ]





Aligarh and the Muslim League


The Muslim community, anxious to throw off blame for the mutiny, took a leading role in education and modernisation. In 1875 the Muslim Anglo-Oriental College was founded at Aligarh. The college gave its name to a broad movement across India with the aim of increasing Muslim prominence in social affairs. The movement also initiated the idea of two self-respecting communities within India (Hindu and Muslim). In 1913 the college became a full university.


The fury of Hindus over the creation of a Muslim-majority province in the partition of Bengal had convinced Muslims that, as and when Indians were permitted to take part in government, Muslims would be overwhelmed by the general Hindu majority.


As a result, in December 1906 the All-India Muslim League was founded at Dacca, Bengal. Although for many years it was little more than a debating society for its educated, middle-class members, the Muslim League would eventually become, under its final leader, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the driving force for partition and the creation of Muslim Pakistan (see his profile on page 69).
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[image: ] KEY FIGURE


Muhammad Ali Jinnah (1875–1948)


Leader of the Muslim League and first governor-general of Pakistan.
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Congress


The origin of the Indian National Congress lies in a meeting of educated middle-class Indians at the Imperial Durbar of 1877. In 1885 it was constituted as a political group and in due course became the driver of nationalist independence campaigns. Both Hindus and Muslims came to Congress and were prominent in its affairs. One early decision had been to ensure that its discussions did not alienate religious groups and weaken its claim to speak for all India.


Of course, there were no general elections in which it might put up candidates. Congress adopted a strategy of lobbying MPs in Britain, so most of the early Congress activity was directed at raising money to fund a small organisation and newspaper in London. Most of the early demands of Congress related to increasing education and access to positions in the administration of India.


In the early years of the twentieth century there was a split within Congress between moderates and radicals. The moderates, led by Gopal Krishna Gokhale, hoped for political reform and believed in peaceful, lawful methods. The radicals, led by Bal Gangadhar Tilak, argued that the lack of consultation over the Bengal partition showed that the British would never be fair to Indians. They wanted more urgent, direct, even violent action.


A later leader of Congress, Mohandas Gandhi, would become the national figurehead of the independence movement (see his profile on page 40).
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[image: ] KEY FIGURES


Gopal Krishna Gokhale (1866–1915)


Leader of the moderate wing of Congress, opposed to violent protest.


Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856–1920)


Leader of the radical wing of Congress, approved of violent protest, founder of the Home Rule League (1916).


Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869–1948)


Later leader of the independence movement.
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Changing British and Indian attitudes


During the late nineteenth century, the British elite became more aloof and racist. In the time of the East India Company, British merchants learned the local languages and even married local women. Now the deliberate growth of English language education meant there were many Indian translators. Raj society replicated upper-class society in the home country. The mutiny had left a long memory and complex attitudes among many of the British. They were distrustful and aware of how vulnerable they were as such a small minority protected by mainly Indian soldiers. Yet they could not help being contemptuous of Indian ‘backwardness’.
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SOURCE D
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[image: ] Compare and contrast Sources D and E for evidence of the attitudes of the British and Indians towards each other.
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From memoranda by Viceroy Lord Ripon written in 1881–2, quoted in Judith Brown, Modern India: The Origins of Asian Democracy, Oxford University Press, 1994, pp. 106 and 133.


We cannot now rely on military force alone and policy as well as justice ought to prompt us to endeavour to govern more and more by means of and in accordance with that growing public opinion which is beginning to show itself throughout the country.


We shall not subvert the British Empire by allowing the Bengali baboo [babu] to discuss his own schools and drains. Rather shall we afford him a safety-valve if we can turn his attention to such innocuous subjects.
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SOURCE E


From a letter to the newspaper Kesari in 1900, quoted in S.R. Mehrotra, Towards India’s Freedom and Partition, Vikas Publishing, 1978, p. 35.


We are thoroughly convinced that India cannot recover her national freedom in the real sense of the word independently of English protection, assistance and control. We are aware of the loss which we are at present suffering from British government yet we do not believe that our condition will be any better by the exchange of the British rule for that of any other nation … Since we are not in a position to gain our independence by fighting with the English or to preserve it when gained it is desirable that we should advance step by step behaving in a conciliatory manner with the British.
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Summary diagram: Imperialism and the growth of nationalism
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Chapter summary


This chapter has set out the historical development of the key social, cultural and political elements of India leading up to 1914. India was enormous and very diverse in all sorts of ways and had never been completely unified by any ruler or elite. At most, in the Mughal period and in the British Raj, hegemony had been extended over large parts of the subcontinent through treaties and paramountcy. The British were forced by the Indian Mutiny to recognise that if they wanted to retain power they had to exercise active control and engage with Indian political aspirations. At the same time, they attempted to deflect attention from the reality. Controlling an empire was expensive and like other imperialists they exploited the native population to pay for it. This was disguised by a moral obligation to educate and civilise the population and prepare them for self-government in the European style one day far in the future. As we shall see, their lack of commitment was disguised by exploitation of the disagreements between religious communities.
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[image: ] Refresher questions


Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.




  1   What were the major communities in the Indian socio-political landscape?


  2   What were the causes and consequences of the Indian Mutiny?


  3   How did the princely states relate to the British Raj?


  4   What were the reasons for the partition of Bengal?


  5   How did the Indian Councils Act set a constitutional precedent for communities?


  6   In what ways was India of strategic importance to the British Empire?


  7   What were the origins of the Muslim League?


  8   What were the origins of Congress?


  9   How did British attitudes respond to a changing Indian society in the late nineteenth century?



10   What were the key elements of the system of British governance of India in the period up to 1914?
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CHAPTER 2



The First World War and its impact on British India 1914–20





During the First World War India generally supported the British Empire but gained new perspectives on its values. There was moderate, and collaborative, nationalist agitation. Two future leaders began to make their name: Gandhi and Jinnah. Their relationship affects the rest of this history. Britain responded with a promise of constitutional progress but imposed harsh control measures, culminating in an atrocity which still tarnishes the British period. In the end, a major piece of constitutional legislation was regarded as too little, too late.


This chapter examines:







•  India and the First World War



•  War and the growth of nationalism



•  The effects of the war on British rule
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Key dates






	
1914 

	   

	Outbreak of the Great War (later called the First World War) 






	
1915 

	   

	Indian Army’s Mesopotamian campaign 






	   

	   

	
Ghadr agitation 






	   

	   

	Defence of India Act 






	
1916 

	   

	Formation of home rule leagues 






	   

	
Dec. 

	Lucknow Pact between Congress and Muslim League 






	
1917 

	
Aug. 

	Montagu Declaration 






	
1917 

	   

	Imperial War Conference 






	   

	   

	Balfour Declaration 






	   

	   

	Russian Revolution 






	
1918 

	   

	Armistice (end of war) 






	
1919 

	   

	Rowlatt Act (Anarchical and Revolutionary Crimes Act) 






	   

	
April 13 

	Amritsar Massacre 






	   

	
Dec. 

	Government of India Act 1919 (Montford Reforms) 
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1 India and the First World War




What was India’s military involvement in the war?


What impact did the war have on India’s economy?





Competition among the imperial powers turned into bloody conflict across Europe between 1914 and 1918. Thousands of Indians volunteered for military service, politicians pledged their loyalty and India made the largest contribution to the war effort from the British Empire. A total of 210,000 sepoys and 80,000 British Indian Army soldiers went overseas, leaving just 15,000 troops to maintain order in a country the size of Europe. The experience of war was to have a significant effect on the people and economy of India.


The Indian response to war


Although not fighting to defend its homeland, it was apparent that the supreme global power of Britain was under threat. It was contesting with equally powerful forces and an easy victory was soon dismissed. Britain’s alliance with Russia (and France) meant that a wartime threat to India from the north was inconceivable. However, in the event of Britain’s defeat, then Russia might march in. This concentrated Indian minds on supporting the British war effort.


On the other hand, even in the event of victory, the war would be likely to have weakened Britain’s power, creating much more favourable conditions for the nationalist movement.


It was, of course, not immediately obvious that the conflict would be a world war (nor indeed just the first). It involved nations with global empires but the predominant theatre of war was Europe, and the Western Front across Belgium and France in particular. Accordingly, Indian troops were transported to Europe to fight Germany (and the Austro-Hungarian Empire) and to the Middle East to attack the Ottoman Empire (ruled by the Turks), which had allied itself to Germany. The effect of the soldiers’ experiences on Indian public opinion was significant.


Indian military experiences and contribution


The moral high ground of the white man’s burden turned into the blood-soaked swamp of trench warfare. To the Indians, the carnage of the Great War was proof that the Europeans were no better and perhaps worse than those they ruled. Indeed, the fighting between white European neighbours (and the family kinship of the German Kaiser, the Russian Tsar and the King-Emperor of Britain) could be described in the same terms as ‘communal’ fighting between Indian Hindus and Muslims.


European barbarity was aggravated by the incompetence of the major campaign involving Indian troops in Mesopotamia against the Turks in 1915. The British had been drawn into the Mesopotamian campaign by French and Russian desires to break up the Ottoman Empire. There was great British reluctance to go to war against this Islamic empire because of the possible reaction within India. However, it was strategically important to prevent the oil pipelines at Abadan (Persia), which supplied the Royal Navy, from falling to the Turks.
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Figure 1.2 Governance of British India from 1857 to 1947.
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